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Chapter 1

On his way

The date is 27 January 1973. The United States, North Vietnam, South Vietnam and the Provisional Revolutionary Government of the Republic of South Vietnam have signed the Paris Peace Accords. What was supposed to have been an honourable exit for the Americans was later annulled and the Vietnam War raged for another two years. In the summer of that year, a boy from Kyushu would travel to the United States for the first time, having enrolled on a language course there.

The excitement and anticipation of visiting such an unknown and far-off place were soon punctured on arrival at the Tokyo Haneda Airport international departures gate. He now had to split off from his friends and head to the designated foreigners’ gate. ‘What’s so different about you?’ asked a friend, although Masayoshi pretended not to hear him. Back in those days, Japanese and foreigners were separated at the international departures gate.

Up until then Masayoshi had led a regular life as a Korean national in Japan with no real concerns – this was his first brush with the reality of the matter. The experience was not a pleasant one, his grand departure for America deflated by the banal reality of it all.

Upon boarding the aircraft, and while his friends were still bubbling with excitement, Masayoshi quietly fell sound asleep. It seemed nothing could faze him.

The aeroplane landed in San Francisco without incident. The California sky was endless, blue, clear – quite different to the sky in Japan. Masayoshi inhaled deeply and the brain fog caused by travel and jet lag completely disappeared. He forgot all about the humiliation he had experienced at Haneda Airport.

Classes for the language training course were to be held in classrooms belonging to the University of California, Berkeley. It was still hard for Masayoshi to distinguish between the ‘L’ and ‘R’ consonant sounds, even for common vocabulary words, despite being able to read them perfectly well from his English lessons in Japan. Take, for example, ‘McDonald’s’. In Japanese this is pronounced MOCK-dough-NAH-roo-dough, but in American English it is something completely different altogether.

Later in life, and due to speaking commitments at conventions in both the States and around the world in front of large audiences, Son would develop considerably more confidence in his handling of the English language. His first trip abroad, though, was spent coming to grips with the pronunciation.

Outside of his studies he was also able to take in some of the sights of the American West: the city of San Francisco itself, Yosemite National Park and the Grand Canyon National Park. More than tourism, however, shopping and the vast American motorway network would have a greater impact on Masayoshi.

Everything was huge and his own problems seemed insignificant in comparison.

Berkeley in the 1970s was an interesting place to be due to the number of anti-war protests held concerning what the Americans were getting up to in Vietnam. From an academic standpoint, too, American universities were gaining global prominence, having produced multiple Nobel Prize winners.

Once the day’s lessons were over, Masayoshi would frequently walk around the campus with his classmates. During these walks he would regularly chance upon students enjoying college life each in their own way: one giving a passionate speech, another banging a Taiko drum, a bare-chested female student lying on the grass reading a book.

Berkeley was filled with all kinds of people: people with a different colour skin or age group compared to his own. America was a melting pot of races. Masayoshi had read about this in his textbooks, although seeing it with his own eyes could be overwhelming at times.

Whilst America may have been experiencing a period of upheaval due to the Vietnam War, Masayoshi was glad he had made the journey. Returning home to Japan, all smiles and bronzed after his four weeks abroad, he had an announcement to make to his parents:

‘I’m going to leave school.’

Naturally, this declaration was met with strong opposition from his family. All his relatives warned him that it was much too soon – he’d only just started secondary, why couldn’t he wait until he had graduated? And was schooling really the issue at hand here?

Masayoshi’s own reasoning was that even if he went through the trouble of finishing university he would not be accepted into Japanese society because of his nationality. The gears were turning inside his head, however: if he graduated from an American university they would have to rate him back in Japan, and so he set about looking for a way to make this happen. Life was too short and if he didn’t act now he would regret it later.

Masayoshi was acutely aware that life is measured in decades, years, months, weeks, days, hours, minutes, seconds – all of them counting down. He was determined to live every second to the fullest. How far could he go at Berkeley under that vast blue sky? Masayoshi had made up his mind and was unyielding in his convictions, although he never at any point stopped worrying about his family. To further complicate matters, soon afterwards Masayoshi’s father began coughing up blood.

‘You think it’s all right to leave your poorly father behind whilst you go off and do your own thing?’

‘You know your mother is going to miss you.’

‘At a time like this when your family are really struggling to keep things together, you’re going to go gallivanting off to America?’

Masayoshi found himself in the same predicament as Sakamoto Ryoma, the man who ushered in the modern era of Japan. Sakamoto had deserted the conservative Tosa clan and become a ronin, a lordless samurai. In that era, desertion was a serious crime and affected not just the deserter, but also his family members and relatives.

Even so, Masayoshi’s mind was made up – this was something he had to do for himself. If he put off his second American trip now, that door may not open again. Following one’s principles would occasionally mean having to step on a few toes, or so Masayoshi reasoned.

Besides, he knew there would come a day when he would be able to return the favour to his family – the task at hand was to stay focused on his trip to the New World and to plough ahead.

His relatives could protest all they liked about his plans, but the first person to give Masayoshi his blessing was his father, bedridden in hospital due to problems with his small intestine. His only condition, issued to Masayoshi at his bedside, was that he come home once a year to visit.

 

Prior to his departure in February 1974 for California, Masayoshi’s Kurume High classmates organised a farewell do for him at the Ishibashi Sport Centre in Fukuoka, where they wished him every success in future over fizzy drinks and sweets, all joining in to sing the theme song from the popular television drama The Young Ones. The lyrics were prescient, particularly the line stating ‘You’re going to go off and do it’. Masayoshi wasn’t above shedding a tear or two at the party.

His family saw him off at Fukuoka Airport. His mother, patting his back, her voice trembling from the tears, made him promise her to come back to visit them. Masayoshi’s response, whilst in the affirmative, was purposely curt. As the plane flew towards its destination, memories would float into Masayoshi’s mind only to vanish and then reappear again. This rare indulgence in sentimentality was only temporary, however.

Masayoshi was enrolled on a course in the English Language School at the Holy Names College (now Holy Names University), located in the San Francisco suburbs. The university itself was a private Roman Catholic school founded in 1868, well known for its nursing and economics programmes. Masayoshi plunged into his English language studies with aplomb.

‘You Japanese?’

His interlocutor may have been asking in Japanese, but Masayoshi would respond in English: he was hell-bent on only speaking in his second language and this stubbornness served him well, as he very quickly got better and better in the language.

On the university grounds there was a long flight of stone steps, at the top of which was the chapel balcony, which on a sunny day had a tremendous view of the Richmond–San Rafael, Golden Gate, Bay and San Mateo bridges. Perhaps more relevantly – although Masayoshi could not yet know that his fate would be decided there – Silicon Valley and its high concentration of high-tech companies could also be seen, albeit further off in the distance.

More distant still was the Pacific Ocean, and on the other side of the Pacific Ocean, Japan, where his dream of becoming an entrepreneur had been born and had sustained him this far.





Chapter 10

Contract signed and dated

In the summer of 1977 Son had written to 50 Japanese home appliance manufacturers detailing his intent to develop a talking electronic translator, making plans to visit the 10 or so who replied in person, amongst which were Canon, Omron, Casio, Matsushita Electric Industrial (now Panasonic) and Sharp.

He took advantage of the summer holidays and travelled back to Japan with Mozer in tow.

Son’s younger brother Taizo – who at the time was yet to enter primary school – can still vividly recall his older brother coming home, the whole family gathering around as Son and Mozer gave a demonstration of their prototype talking translator. ‘I remember Masayoshi keying in Konnichi-wa in the machine and it saying “Hello” back. It was really uncanny, I’d never seen anything like it – Dad was completely gobsmacked as well.’

Son had invented the very first electronic translation device with voice function, capable of translating into and out of Japanese and English. Whilst the concept itself was revolutionary in its current state, the device could not be readily marketed – there was still the matter of putting it into practical use. To achieve this a company would firstly need to have the technology to make the translator smaller, lighter and more affordable from a manufacturing perspective.

At this point in time Sharp, Casio, Sony and Matsushita all possessed considerable technological prowess due to the success of their calculators, and Son strongly believed that one of these companies would be capable of making his invention a viable product. Out of the companies that had written back Sharp was Son’s preferred option, as they had been the first Japanese company to develop their own calculator. As pioneers within the electronics industry they were the first choice. The favourite.

This posed a problem for Son as he – not subscribing to a conventional approach to negotiations – didn’t know whether he should target them first.

Perhaps before trying to land the big fish straight away they should first try negotiating with several other smaller companies as a way of seeing whether or not their invention had legs. But that approach was unsatisfactory as well – whilst certainly bold, going that far may be over-thinking things. In the end, he decided to do a little warming up before going to see Sharp.

The first and second companies they went to see said exactly the same thing: they’d definitely think about it if the device was a little bit smaller.

The next company they visited was Canon, who when they saw Mozer in attendance felt more confident about the proposal, and even more so when they actually saw the prototype in action.

Next up were negotiations with a section head and acting section head from Casio. They had no interest whatsoever.

Looking back at this meeting – how insultingly brusque the manager was and the shock of being turned down by one of his favourites – Son now believes it was almost as if the bitter disappointment was something he had to experience. After the meeting Son would never approach Casio for any future dealings ever again.

The next day Son headed to Abeno in Osaka, where Sharp had its industrial machinery division.

Hiding his nerves, Son calmly unwrapped the prototype unit and presented it to the division manager and several of his subordinates he had brought along. ‘If you could manage to turn it into a nicer product, then yes – we’d be interested in it.’

The manager wasn’t one to mince words. Son, on the other hand, was at a loss for words for a moment. Obviously if the prototype were developed to the product stage it would still be an unknown quantity, which is exactly why Son was exploring his options at the present time – to see whether that was viable.

Unlike all the other companies, Sharp had not necessarily refused his idea outright. After many negotiations Son had finally found someone who understood his way of thinking. If he dedicated time to the relationship, he thought he could get them to come around to his point of view.

The next thing Son did was typical of his character and also in line with one of the core tenets of his management philosophy.

There is a Japanese proverb that goes, ‘If you want to shoot the general, shoot his horse first’, meaning if you want to quickly achieve a goal you need immobilise your opponent first and aim to get the people on your side by undermining your opponent. This is a very Japanese way of thinking and an idea most Japanese would subscribe to – Son, on the other hand, wanted to go after the general first. He found a public phone and rang up the Osaka branch of the Japanese Patent Attorneys Association, getting them to provide him with the details of the patent offices who knew a lot about Sharp.

Son was willing to ride every ounce of good luck he had been born with. After being told to ring up one person after another, Son finally managed to get the details of the eponymous Nishida of Nishida Patent Office, who had previously done work for Sharp’s Patent Division.

Armed with his address, Son headed to his office straight away to seek advice on whether or not his invention was worth patenting and – on top of that – to get Nishida to introduce him to the key cogs in the Sharp machine so he could negotiate directly with them.

In response to Son’s rather blunt request Nishida gave him the name of the then head of the Technology R&D Division, Sasaki Tadashi; Son then asked Nishida if he would ring Sasaki up for an introduction.

At the time Sasaki was the head of the company’s central Research & Development & Innovation (R&D&I) laboratory, having overseen the development of the calculator, liquid crystal display and photovoltaic cell, being viewed by many as the man who revolutionised the electronics industry in Japan – for Son personally he would become one of several great benefactors.

Nishida, confirming his electronic translator could be patented, was not in a position to turn down Son’s request. Son’s strategy was paying off and his heart skipped a beat when Nishida told him Sasaki would see him the next day. Finally he was going to meet the man who would be able to make his ideas a reality.

Son, cool and persistent as ever, did not let the occasion get to his head, not forgetting to ask Nishida about the patent filing procedures for his translator.

 

The next day Mitsunori got on the train from Kyushu to Osaka, meeting up with his son at Sharp’s central R&D&I lab in Tenri, in Nara Prefecture, and was the one to present the prototype to Sasaki.

Sasaki saw tremendous potential in the device and may or may not have spotted something in Son as well. There was a keen glimmer in Sasaki’s eyes as he pronounced the prototype to be quite interesting. Sasaki was well versed in computer software and he appeared blown away by the device, despite Son explaining there were still some modifications he needed to make.

To Sasaki, a man in his sixties, Son appeared much too young to know as much as he did about the device, but he also sensed that on the inside Son was driven by an indomitable will. His way of thinking didn’t seem to be like that of any other young people his age in its conviction and vigour. Sasaki would remember the young man’s earnest face and serious gaze.

‘He had pitched the prototype to a number of companies but none of them could be bothered with it. He was down about it at first but after giving a demonstration of what the unit could do his demeanour completely changed. I’ve never seen a person so possessed of self-belief. I knew they weren’t there on a get-rich-quick scheme.’

Sasaki believed a young person like Son was truly a rare find, so he should do everything he could to help develop his talent. He was deeply impressed and willing to take a risk on the young man, so much so that he arranged for Son to immediately be paid 40 million yen for the patent contracts. He also asked Son to begin development on French and German versions of the software, bringing the total contract money to roughly 100 million yen. Son would call this his ‘million-dollar contract’.

It was the very first time Son had signed an agreement and when Son saw the proud look on his father’s face his own joy increased that much more.

Son had taken on big business on his own terms and won, and moreover he had done it in Japan, his country of birth. His million-dollar contract was the perfect crystallisation of all of the hard work, acquired knowledge and sheer endeavour of his youth.





Chapter 11

Dreamer

How did Hong Lu, Son’s friend and business partner, view the man?

When interviewed for this book, Hong responded by calling Son ‘a gambler and a dreamer who doesn’t play to lose’.

The American high-tech magazine The Industry Standard described Son in similar terms – ‘gambling man’ – on the cover of its 4 September 2000 edition. Indeed, it is a well-known fact that Son bet everything he had on the internet, but regardless, his friends never saw him as an ordinary businessman.

As for anyone and everyone with a dream they hold on to, actually making that dream a reality requires a lot of talent and dogged tenacity, as well as the willingness to face up to and overcome obstacles.

Having found success with his talking electronic translator, Son relocated (both home and office) to a new site on the second floor of a three-storey building near the Oakland airport, changing the company name from M Speech System Inc. to Unison World in the process. The name was impressive and anyone who heard it would remember it straight away.

On the whole, the company was starting to take the appearance of a successful one.

One day Son walked in, handed Hong an envelope and thanked him for having worked so hard. Hong opened the envelope up to find it was filled with share certificates – or rather papers with the appearance of share certificates, as they weren’t exactly the real thing. Whilst Unison World was certainly a promising young company, they weren’t anywhere close to being listed on a stock exchange. Taking things to the extreme, Son may as well have handed Hong an envelope with a bunch of blank paper in it, but Son wasn’t the sort to joke about or wind Hong up, not when it involved something like share certificates.

The meaning behind the envelope was that he was giving Hong 10 per cent of the company, which would later increase to 20 per cent.

 

Son was truly chasing after his dream at this point, and now another major business opportunity was to come his way. One day the smallest titbit of news caught Son’s eye – it had to do with Japanese arcade games.

During his multiple trips to Japan and back, Son had caught wind of a boom occurring in this market in Japan, with Space Invaders becoming incredibly popular between the months of March and August 1979.

Space Invaders had been developed and released by Taito, a Japanese game designer, the previous year and marked a sea change, being drastically different to the video games that had come before it. Like a science-fiction book come to life, the game featured an alien army swarming the player’s base on earth. Players would control their own gun battery, manoeuvring it to shoot down the space invaders. It was a completely novel idea and simplicity itself, although unprecedented at the time.

Son was obsessed with the game, although not as a player – it had caught his eye for business instead. His conclusion was the whole thing was too simple and straightforward: the video game boom was only temporary. One cabinet cost 1 million yen (approximately $10,000), but once the boom was over, you’d be stuck with the cabinet and little else.

As Son predicted, the boom ended as quickly as it appeared. His foresight was astounding enough, but what was more astounding was what he did next.

Son first asked himself why the Japanese had become so enthralled with Space Invaders in the first place. It was here that his unique interpretation of human behaviour would begin to take over and provide an answer.

The Japanese get passionate about things, but that passion cools just as quickly as it appears. Americans, however, are different. Son sprang into action, flying off to Japan to buy a Space Invaders cabinet.

He arranged a meeting with a Taito manufacturer and started negotiations regarding buying a cabinet. Son started off by offering $500 for one cabinet, knowing full well they normally went for the equivalent of $10,000. A wickedly cold smile spread across the representative’s face.

Son wasn’t the sort to back down at this point and when his counterpart did all but sneer at him, he may as well have conceded defeat. Son could see right through him and asked him how much it would cost them to store all of their unsold cabinets. He’d pay them in cash in 90 days. Ten cabinets at $500 apiece.

The representative gave a bitter laugh: ‘OK, you’ve got me.’

It bears noting that Son was only 22 at this point, and yet he was getting up to things quite far removed from your average young person.

Son ended up dispatching the cabinets back to the US not by ship, but by air, another case of his unique genius at play. The cabinets were left over from the démodé Space Invader boom in Japan, so your average company would have sent them by sea; in Son’s case, he deliberately chose the more expensive air freight. Taking into account customs procedures, it would take about three days for them to arrive, but had they been sent by ship, it would have taken three months – by which time he would have had to pay for them. Anyone else doing this would have fallen at the first hurdle, but Son’s business sense was too sharp and his thinking as far removed from ordinary as possible, whilst still keeping a cool, lucid, budget-minded outlook.

When Son got back from Japan, Hong looked surprised at his latest venture.

After all of the hard effort he had put into graduating from a first-rate university, he was going to be shifting video-game cabinets? He was beside himself.

Son and Hong couldn’t find any shops who would let them set up a Space Invaders cabinet on the premises so the two decided to go to a restaurant for their lunch, then they rang up the manager of the restaurant afterwards.

They wanted to set up one of their cabinets there.

The manager responded by saying the whole thing sounded dodgy, but Son pressed him slowly, explaining how popular it had been in Japan. As the manager started to show some interest, Son went in for the kill.

‘We’ll split the profits fifty-fifty. If you still think it sounds dodgy, at the very least would you give us a three-day trial run?’

Son would later recall this negotiation: ‘If the person you’re dealing with stands to profit from the deal, then they’ll start to see you as an ally. After that, it gets easier to talk to them and eventually they’ll even start coming back to you for things.’

In this way, if Son were to lend a business a helping hand, no one would turn him down.

Changing his tactics, Son started looking at restaurants catering to the lunch crowd as sites where he could set up his Space Invader cabinets. One of the sites selected was Yoshi’s, a thriving Japanese restaurant and nightclub located near UC Berkeley at the intersection of College Avenue and Claremont Avenue.

The manager was a bit taken aback when an erstwhile patron and university student told him he wanted to set up a cabinet in there, but he was eventually won over by Son and took two.





Chapter 12

Springtime in Berkeley

Even though Son Masayoshi had already distinguished himself as a top-class businessman in 1979, he was only starting his fourth year at Berkeley’s Department of Economics. He was still to graduate.

At the time, he was importing Space Invader cabinets, which seemed like the most natural business opportunity in the world. However, for a university student who had come from Japan to study abroad in America in the 1970s, it was completely unheard of.

There were restaurants and clubs who didn’t want cabinets, but Son had the courage and tenacity to overcome this resistance so was on his way to ensuring success – it wasn’t in his character to take ‘no’ for an answer. Occasionally he would press proprietors for direct, face-to-face negotiations, which was too aggressive for some of his counterparts.

He may have only wanted to do business with them, but restaurant managers were concerned that having the games cabinets there would ruin the atmosphere of their establishments.

Son’s response to this was that his counterpart must not be interested in generating business, which was inevitably met with protest and disbelief. Son would continue, explaining that he had done a deal with Victoria Station – a popular steak house at the time – to let him set up Space Invaders cabinets in their waiting areas. Most restaurant managers eventually gave in to his tenacity at this point.

An unexpected phone call came one day, however.

A year previously, Hong Lu had still been working as the manager of the Ice Creamery, the ice cream parlour where he’d met Son. Now they wanted him to come out because the cabinet he and Son had set up there had apparently broken down and customers were complaining.

Son rushed out to the Ice Creamery, hastily greeting the managers and then hurrying over to the machine to have a look. He tried starting the game up, to no joy. Son was beside himself in disbelief – he was certain the machine was brand new – and started trouble-shooting in his head. Could it have sustained damage during transport? Son opened up the cabinet and neither he nor the people who had been queuing up to play the game could believe their eyes at the sight in front of them: the coin box was overflowing with quarters.

There wasn’t anything wrong with the game per se – the coin box simply hadn’t been emptied so the game couldn’t start.

Son solemnly and majestically scooped up the quarters in both hands and then presented them to the restaurant manager, who couldn’t have been happier. At times like this, Americans weren’t afraid to show their true or frank emotion, and the manager asked Son point blank if he would bring another cabinet over.

Ultimately Son had gone from being a university student with zero capital to recouping what he’d spent purchasing the machines and having them flown over in roughly two weeks.

Half a year on, he had imported 350 cabinets and had turned a profit of over a million dollars. Again, he had started with nothing, and this sort of success would inevitably catch the attention of other American businesses, with Unison World just managing to sneak into the top 100 of profitable companies in northern California.

Son wouldn’t rest until he was the best in the world, however. Common sense would dictate that what he had sought to do would be impossible, that there was no way.

Ted Dolotta, who worked as executive director of SoftBank USA, gives some insight into Son’s habits in this respect.

‘Son was the sort of person who would attend a lunch appointment with someone here in San Francisco and then after that immediately fly out to New York for a meeting with someone else. That’s unheard of, it’s next to impossible. For Son, however, when it comes to business, the words “unheard of” or “impossible” just don’t enter into his vocabulary – he’s a truly extraordinary person. Most people just wouldn’t naturally think of scheduling meetings over lunch in San Francisco and New York on the same day.’

According to Dolotta – incidentally, one of the few Americans to actually know Son well and who the latter would call his ‘American dad’ – there were two specific things about Son which made him stand out.

The first was his uncanny ability to get to the very root of problems whenever they emerged, meaning he could then address them very quickly. The second was that he – quite simply – worked stupidly hard. In addition, he was able to synthesise a number of different viewpoints, one after the other after the other.

A good demonstration of Son combining these talents would be in his takeover of a video game arcade near the Berkeley campus, proving the perfect place for students to escape the rigours of university life for a minute. It was in the same area as book and music shops – a prime location for an arcade – and the location is still a favourite haunt of students.

Students are notorious for being skint and yet Son managed to purchase the site for $9,000 – with a little help from the bank and Hong Lu mortgaging his house. The bank, in fact, were so impressed with Son’s detailed business plan and sheer enthusiasm that they gave him a prime rate: truly exceptional conditions for a loan for a university student.

The purchase of the arcade meant Son had just concluded his first business takeover and he was sure of its success, his self-confidence once again defying all odds and normal expectations, which according to Dolotta was one of his master strategies.

Within three months business profit had tripled and Son had thoroughly streamlined operations, having analysed what each machine was pulling in. Detailed, in-depth research was important to Son and he was able to identify various trends amongst the games on offer, such as those which punters didn’t care much for in the first place, or those which had been popular at the start, but people had since cooled on.

Every single day, Son was looking at each machine, seeing what it was pulling in. This was his first business strategy.

He prepared detailed graphs for each cabinet so he could tell at a glance the exact day each machine hit the break-even point, with cash flow being a constant priority. He set a target for each unit and then worked steadily towards achieving each one. This first strategy would evolve over the years and ultimately end up a pillar of Son’s business philosophy: the ‘daily settlement of accounts’.

His dedication to constant, steady effort is one of the things which makes him extraordinary, showing that – to riff on a phrase – geniuses are not a built in a day.

The games line-up at the Berkeley arcade consisted almost entirely of tabletop-style ‘cocktail’ units, making it hard to introduce new games. Son dreamt of a time when he could just replace the circuit boards inside the units to change the games. Boards were small, so dispatch costs were in turn considerably lower.

As the 1970s became the 80s, Son would release the latest popular titles from Japan – Pacman, Galaxia and Scramble – in the States, one after the other.

 

It was Son’s way to see things through to full completion once he had made a start, and he expected no less of his employees.

When recruiting part-time staff at the arcade, Son would only hire Americans, as they were the target audience for his business from the very start. It was the 1970s in California and hippie culture was in full effect, with a considerable number of the potential employee pool being given to selling weed and taking on other similar dodgy odd jobs.

At the start Son was quite indiscriminate in his hiring policy, resulting in a number of people displaying utter incompetence and total slackers ending up on the books.

Son would observe all of his employees on their third day at work. The first day on the job was just that and some people who would otherwise do good work just couldn’t get to grips with the task at hand straight away – an inevitability and completely understandable. On the second day, the average person would normally have got used to what they were supposed to be doing and would start slotting into the team. However, if an employee’s attitude and general competence hadn’t improved by the third day, then they would promptly be given the pink slip.

Son set his sights on students who needed a part-time job and liked computer games: the sort who you wouldn’t have to keep an eye on and would do their job properly. Pursuing these strategies, the arcade Son had bought out recorded three times the profit every month, the end result of his remarkable business mind.

At the time, however, Son was still thinking about what he wanted to do next.

He had named his company Unison World, which held a number of different meanings – such as including part of ‘Unix’, the operating system developed at Berkeley.

Unix had originally been invented by AT&T at the Bell labs, with the Berkeley computers licensing an early version of Unix propriety extensions to develop would become known as the BSD (Berkeley Software Distribution) OS; incidentally, Unix could be used with servers connected to the internet.

Son combined the ‘Uni’ from Unix with his own surname, the meaning of ‘unison’ on its own (as in ‘together’) not being lost on him. The ‘World’ part came from his own ambitions of being a company that did business on a global scale.

On the second anniversary of the company’s founding Son – for whom consistency was an important element in all things – had a surprise in store for Hong: he was appointing him vice-president of the company. Hong’s hard work had paid off and he was glad Son had noticed this, but he wanted to know when exactly he’d be taking over the new role. Never one to put things off when they could be done now, Son told him he’d be starting immediately.

From 1979 and throughout 1980, Unison World’s profits grew steadily, at which point Son once again blindsided poor Hong by announcing he was going back to Japan.

Hong was at a loss for words and couldn’t understand what had sparked this decision: everything was going well with the business and, furthermore, knowing Son and what he was like, there was no doubt he stood a better chance of success in America compared to Japan.

Son set out his reasoning.

‘Business is going well, so all of you are going to say I’m a supreme idiot for leaving now, but I’ve always viewed Unison World as a dry run for setting up another company in the future. From the very start my plan was to go back to Japan once I’d finished university.’

There was another side to Son’s logic as well, something much more personal.

‘I made a promise to my mother to come back home and, come what may, I intend on keeping that promise.’

For Son, his mother’s love was far more important than any business or profits.

Speaking about this incident later, Son smiled as he said the following:

‘By way of an example, if you were to throw a friend under the bus for 100 million dollars . . . you’d still be scum. Friendship has got to be worth more than that.’

It’s a philosophy that cuts right through Son’s life.

 

In March 1980, Son graduated from Berkeley. More than a school, it was a place where he’d learnt almost everything he needed to know about life, and marked a starting point for him.

In the 1980s, Berkeley had already set up its own computer network, although on a small scale. Son had also been a frequent presence in the Evans Hall computer room, which is to say that in a certain sense he was a product of Evans Hall, the statistics, economics and mathematics building at Berkeley.

Despite pangs of sentimentality and nostalgia, Son was looking ahead to a bright new hope.

‘There was definitely a side of me that wanted to stay in America and carry on with my business, but I was determined to start all over again in Japan and make a roaring success of it, making a company where my trading partner was the world.’

His time in America had been formative and profoundly influential, but in March of that year, Son went home to Japan. His goal now was to be the best in all of Japan, the only outstanding matter being which exact field he would set out to dominate. His determination and goals were set; it was just a question of filling in the finer details.





Chapter 13

A young Don Quixote

If one were to make a list of the highest-ranking universities in the United States, it would include Harvard, Yale and Berkeley.

It was a given that anyone who wanted to be admitted to Berkeley would have to be incredibly diligent and studious, but around the time Son was due to graduate, Harvard had been in touch about pursuing a postgraduate degree with them. They weren’t the only ones either – MIT (Massachusetts Institute of Technology), the best school for sciences in America, also desperately wanted Son to come and study with them. Berkeley’s postgraduate studies department had also approached him with an extraordinary offer involving waiving his tuition fees.

Son had initially transferred to Berkeley as a third-year undergraduate and then after a further three years had graduated. Taking this statement at face value – Son needing five years to graduate instead of four – some people may think that his marks were poor, hence the later graduation. This was anything but the case, as Son had had to take a year off to get his business up and running as well as being able to fully dedicate himself to developing the prototype for his talking translator.

Son had done well for himself as a student businessman, but he was no slouch – not by any stretch of the imagination – when it came to studying and he didn’t neglect his studies during his gap year either. No one could have known this at the time except for Masami, who was privy to his swotting up behind the scenes.

If Son had decided to pursue postgraduate studies, he undoubtedly would have been welcomed with open arms in any university and, regardless of the field of study, would have made a fine researcher.

Rather unfortunately for academia, however, Son Masayoshi’s passion was not for research. Son himself explains this. ‘No matter how you look at the times I happened to grow up in, they were times with a one-in-a-million potential. In a manner of speaking, the world was my oyster.’

Doing business was fun and Son was burning up inside to show the world exactly what he was capable of. He wasn’t so naive to believe he would be able to completely steamroll the business world, however – it simply wasn’t that sort of place. Son’s judgement was capable of seeing his ambition through.

In Son’s mind, there was another urgent reason driving all of this – Masami. The two had been together since meeting at the English Language School and had got married in his third year of university; it was Son’s belief that great men were capable of making their wives happy.

In March 1980 – still having yet to be issued his diploma – Son graduated from UC Berkeley. One week before the ceremony, however, he returned home to Japan. He wasn’t bothered with the paperwork, telling his family he hadn’t gone to university just for the diploma at the end.

Some eight years later, Son – thinking ahead to when his daughter would be at the age when children are at their most inquisitive, and to pre-empt any questions about whether or not he actually went to university in America – would make it a point to go back to Berkeley, when he was in the States during the contract signing with Interactive, and request a copy of his BA.

At the registrar’s office, the girl working there was dumbfounded by his request, but quickly did a search in the school’s computer database and was able to identify Son. Still bemused by the situation, the registrar asked him where he’d been all of these years – she couldn’t believe a student wouldn’t want their diploma.

As for Son, he was just as surprised the school still actually had it.

And so, having finished six years of living and studying abroad, Son returned home to Japan. His first order of business was to incorporate a company on the south side of Fukuoka with its premises near Ohashi Rail on the Nishitetsu-Omuta Line.

One year later – in March 1981 – Son would move his business to the local government and business hub area of Fukuoka, Hakata, changing the company name to Unison World, with a focus on market research.

When completing the registration formalities and filling in the ‘company representative’ field, Son gave his name as Son Masayoshi. He wanted to be explicit about his heritage, although his use of his Korean surname would rankle with his relatives, putting him on the receiving end of comments saying he had no idea what he was doing openly admitting to being a Zainichi Korean (long-term Korean residents of Japan).

‘My relatives tried to persuade me that [by using my Korean surname] I wouldn’t be able to attract employees or get any money from the bank. Dad didn’t take one side or the other, he kept schtum. All of them only had painful memories in this respect so they could only understand the hurt of it all. However, I wanted to be completely honest about things and use my birth name, and furthermore I wasn’t about to deal with employees and banks who wouldn’t accept me for who I was. There was no way I was going to turn my back on it all.’

Within Japanese society discrimination was superficially denied as being non-existent although, in truth, it had just manifested in less obvious ways; intentionally and openly using a Korean surname would prove disadvantageous from the start, if not an outright hindrance within the business world. His family only wanted their young son coming back from years away in America to fully grasp the actual reality of Japan, the more insular of the two countries.

Son would not be dissuaded from his approach, however. In America – the country where he had effectively grown up – no one was bothered about anyone else’s nationality and Son had no time for Zainichi Koreans being overly self-conscious about their bloodlines. He was not afraid; having tasted the freedoms afforded him in America, he was going to carry on living as such. He was a Korean, living in Japanese society.

Later on, Son would admit to having problems accessing a Japanese passport as a Korean citizen, leading him to fully naturalise. ‘A nationality is just a mark or a brand. I pay taxes here in Japan and as a citizen I have rights too.’

Acquiring Japanese nationality, however, is not a simple process and the Ministry of Justice initially refused Son’s application, on the basis that Son was not a Japanese surname. There was no precedent and Son was told in no uncertain terms that if he wanted to naturalise, he would have to change his name.

Son – somewhat anticipating this – put his secret plan into action. In Korea, a wife does not take her husband’s surname (as is traditionally the case in Japan) and Masami’s surname was still Ono – her maiden name – at this time. Son had her go to the courts and apply for a change of name, taking on his own surname. On his second application, Son went back to the Ministry of Justice and asked them to look into whether or not there was anyone of Japanese nationality with the surname Son. If there was in fact a precedent, then his application would be accepted. Having conducted his search, the official responded stating they had indeed found someone – his wife. From that point onwards, Son Masayoshi would live his life as a Japanese national.

 

In the 1980s in Japan, start-up companies were unheard of and there were questions running round Son’s head concerning how exactly he was going to develop his company.

He had founded a company, but it was really only a company in name only – something for Son to bide his time with until he could make up his mind about which of the number of markets in Japan he wanted to sink his teeth into. Company results were next to nil.

In Son’s mind, since he was doing business in Japan, there was no point in bothering unless he was going to be a market leader. He set about gathering up data whilst making his plans, immediately coming up with over 20 business ideas. Researching whether each was a viable option would take time, so Son employed one full-time staff member as well as one part-timer.

The company office was located on the first floor of a two-storey office building. Despite being of poor build and the roof being made out of tin, there were no leaks when it rained; the office space itself was at best 15 square metres (165 square feet) and the stairs creaked whenever anyone walked up or down them.

There was no air conditioning either, so if anyone turned the fan off during one of Japan’s sweltering summers, whoever was in the office would start sweating rather quickly. The trouble with that, however, was having the fan on would mean stacks of papers would inevitably get blown every which way and it was up to Son to pick them up and collect them.

It was around this time that Son’s first of two daughters was born; he can still recall the overwhelming emotion he felt when he saw Masami lovingly cradling his daughter for the first time. Tremendous joy welled up inside of him thinking back to the woman he married at Berkeley and now with their very first child.

Finishing work in the evening and coming home late at night, Son would frequently come home to his daughter crying as only babies can do . . . and he did have to change the odd nappy as well.

Son – if nothing else – was a bundle of energy and every morning would drive to his office and make plans. He knew he wanted to do something, but couldn’t identify one thing in particular and was starting to grow impatient with the situation.

At the time Son had zero income: he had precisely nothing coming in and felt like he was traversing a tunnel with no actual exit. He was growing anxious. Once he had settled on what he wanted to do, there’d be no turning back or even changing lanes later.

He’d choose his market and then aim straight for the top. The trouble was, Son was completely obsessed by the first hurdle, but wasn’t entirely certain about which angle to approach that hurdle from.

‘Due to inertia I was at a point where I didn’t want to decide my own fate – but doing things half-heartedly was not an option.’ Son was faced with choices. Even if he could immediately hit upon a market he was interested in trading in, after 10 years he was certain he’d hit a plateau, at which point he’d have to change sectors, and that wasn’t what he wanted to do.

Son pulled one of his notebooks from university out – it contained methods and principles he’d learnt along the way. He decided to write down whatever popped into his head: making a list of his thoughts – or rather absolute conditions – for selecting a market to get into.

•There’s no point in doing business if you’re not taking a gamble on something.
•Has the sector got room for growth in future?
•In 50 years’ time will this be something I would want to completely lose myself in?
•It shouldn’t require obscene amounts of start-up capital.
•I’m young, so whatever it is I can do it.
•In future I’m going to be the core that a business group revolves around.
•I want to do something completely unique that no one else in business has ever thought of before.
•Even if it’s slow going for the next 10 years, I want to be the best in my sector in Japan.
•The key to business success is believing you’re making people happy.
•In the latter half of the 20th century, the world will change by leaps and bounds.
 

There were 25 such statements on his list.

Taken at face value, they would constitute a completely obvious business management philosophy, but where Son stands apart here is how – for the purpose of making his decision – he assigned each statement its own index number. For each individual line of business he created a stack of papers over 30cm tall, and with 40 different lines if you piled them one on top of the other, they would have stood a dozen metres tall.

Son was prepared to devote his entire life to the one scoring highest, going by the system he devised.

Standing on top of a makeshift podium made out of tangerine boxes and under the tin roof of his office, Son began pontificating to an audience of his one full-time employee and his one part-time worker. ‘Profits will have to be ten billion yen in five years, then fifty billion yen in ten years. Eventually I want to be able to count profit in trillions of yen.’

His two employees listened to him carry on in silence, but having to listen to Son babble on about his ambitions on a daily basis like a man possessed soon became intolerable and the two would quit. If a comparison could be drawn with Son at this point, it would be with the character of Don Quixote. With one difference however: Don Quixote was a knackered old man gallivanting about La Mancha whilst Son had only just turned 24. Something fierce was welling up inside of him.





Chapter 14

The giant and the genius

The reason Bill Gates gave for dropping out of Harvard was that the time he spent developing computer programs was much more important to him than anything he could have studied.

Son was in awe of Gates’s vision for the times they lived in. Like Gates, Son had his gaze focused squarely on what was to come, acting as his source of confidence and pride.

Approximately a year and a half after moving back to Japan, Son finally struck on the industry he wanted to dedicate his life to: computers. Having crunched the numbers, he was positive of the fact computers would take on an increasingly major role within society and – on top of that – the digital information revolution was on its way to becoming a reality.

In 1981, Son’s eagle-eyed gaze was already fixed on the goings-on of the times he lived in and in September of that year he founded SoftBank Japan in Onojo, a southern suburb of Fukuoka.

The company would focus on distributing software. Son was going into wholesale. The name of the company itself was an accurate description of business activities (‘soft’ being an abbreviation of ‘software’), but also hearkened back to Son’s student days and his Idea Bank – his notebook full of invention ideas. Son had always liked the implications of the name as a treasure vault full of knowledge and ideas.

The company wouldn’t deal in operating systems (OSs) – they would be trading in
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