

1.

Roots

The first wave of Korean migrants to Japan arrived at the turn of the twentieth century. They came in search of economic opportunity. The Japanese economy was industrializing fast, education was improving, and jobs were aplenty. Compared to a life in poverty on the Korean peninsula, Imperial Japan offered attractive prospects. Among the thousands who took the 11-hour journey across the Tsushima Strait, where a Japanese fleet of steel battleships annihilated the Russian navy in 1905, was a chippy teenager by the name of Son Jong-gyeong.1

Masayoshi Son’s grandfather arrived in 1917 in Kyushu,2 the western island in the Japanese archipelago which juts towards the Korean mainland as Cuba almost touches the southernmost tip of Florida. Imperial Japan was the dominant power in the region, having triumphed in the First Sino-Japanese War in 1894–5 and the Russo-Japanese War in 1904–5 and having annexed Korea in 1910, reducing its neighbour to the status of a colony. Born in 1899, the teenager lost his father when he was only four years old. Soon afterwards, the Japanese military seized the family farm and turned it into an airstrip.3

Although Son Jong-gyeong came from a peasant’s family, he claimed to belong to the Yangban class, which oversaw Korea’s agrarian bureaucracy and disdained all forms of business and commerce. The more refined Yangban exemplified the Confucian ideal of ‘scholarly official’, practising calligraphy and traditional herbal medicine. When the Japanese annexed Korea, they abolished the Yangban class, but the Son family clung to its status. Masa’s father later joked that the family’s aristocratic lineage had in fact died out many years earlier. His family was more ‘Yaban’4: less educated, more patriarchal, dismissive of women, and prone to vicious infighting.

Grandfather Son’s first job was at a coal mine in Chikuho, a mineral-rich region known for its extreme summer humidity. As an ethnic Korean immigrant, the rail-thin teenager found himself in a legal no man’s land. He was a subject of Japan’s empire and therefore a Japanese national; but he was not entitled to the status of Japanese citizen. To blend more easily into his workplace, he followed common practice and assumed a Japanese family name: Yasumoto.

Then as now, living under an assumed identity was the easiest way to avoid discrimination. Japanese employers preferred that Korean immigrants adopt names deemed pronounceable by mainlanders. Aliases appeared regularly in newspaper reports of crime incidents or death notices.5 But the blurring of Japanese names and Korean identity was a false assimilation. In an island nation where blood and culture cut deep into the national psyche, Koreans remained victims of systemic prejudice which at times tipped into mass violence.

On 1 September 1923, an earthquake measuring 7.9 on the Richter scale devastated Tokyo, the port of Yokohama and surrounding prefectures. The Great Kanto Earthquake claimed more than 100,000 lives, many incinerated in firestorms, and led to a breakdown in law and order. When rumours spread that ethnic Koreans were poisoning the wells, raping women and stoking the movement for Korean independence, mayhem ensued. Vigilantes rounded up the Koreans (along with ethnic Chinese and Japanese socialists) and massacred them using guns, swords and bamboo sticks. The final Korean death toll was between 6,000 and 10,000.fn1

By now grandfather Son, who had little appetite for manual labour, had run away from the colliery to become a tenant farmer in Tosu, a nearby railway hub. Heading towards 30, he was an ageing bachelor desperate to find a partner and start a family. He alighted on 14-year-old Lee Wong-jo, a Korean immigrant less than half his age. Son was a brutish character with a melodramatic streak. He threatened to kill himself unless Lee’s parents consented to his plans for marriage.6 Eventually they relented, the union was tied, and Lee Wong-jo bore two children, both girls with Japanese names, Tomoko and Kiyoko. The Japanese economy was powering ahead and the Son family could finally look forward to a better life. In 1936, Masa’s father Mitsunori was born, the third sibling in a family which would grow to seven children.

In the 1920s and 1930s, as the world spiralled into depression and instability, Japan’s leaders embarked on an increasingly frantic quest for control over the markets and resources of Asia. The Great Empire of Japan spread like a pool of blood. (On Japanese maps the empire was always coloured red.)7 Six years after the takeover of Manchuria in 1931, the Imperial Army invaded China and ran amok, committing arson, looting, rape and the mass murder of Chinese civilians. On 7 December 1941, Japan’s surprise attack on the Pearl Harbor naval base – part of a strategy aimed at seizing control of the southern reaches of Asia and the Pacific – was a monumental miscalculation. President Franklin Roosevelt finally had his casus belli and the US entered the Second World War, with cataclysmic consequences for Japan.

During the war, Japanese authorities bribed, intimidated and press-ganged Koreans young and old from the Korean mainland to join the armed forces. Koreans worked alongside prisoners of war and women in the coal mines. As forced labour, they were starved of food and medical treatment, left to rot in a ‘hell on earth’. In occupied territories, Korean women and girls were used by the Imperial Army as ‘comfort women’, a humiliating sexual slavery. The Son family, having already settled in Japan, were spared this trauma; but tens of thousands of Koreans were forcibly resettled in Kyushu, many coming to Tosu to work in the railway station’s marshalling yard. This vital military staging post was the size of a football stadium; but it also served as a giant casualty station where Korean workers suffered horrific injuries manoeuvring the two-tonne freight cars laden with coal and destined for the war fronts in Asia.

Tosu presented a rich target for American bombers. Mitsunori, then seven years old, remembered the familiar formation of ten B-29s flying overhead. ‘When the weather was good, they would twinkle and the sight would be so beautiful. I would look up and marvel at them. Then they would drop bombs relentlessly, especially around the station. It was terrifying.’8

One day, a B-29 plunged from the sky, smoke pouring from its body. Mitsunori walked several kilometres, just to catch a glimpse of the crash site. ‘I remember thinking American planes are amazing, they’re so big. And the window of the cockpit, the glass was so thick. I touched it with my hands and was amazed. I applauded on the spot, it was so beautiful. I came to like America after seeing that plane.’

In 1945, Imperial Japan surrendered unconditionally after two American atomic bombs obliterated Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The Japanese empire, stretching across southeast Asia, shrank to its four main islands. Japan, having lost 3m people, was now under American occupation led by the imperious General Douglas MacArthur. It was zero hour for ethnic Koreans. The Son family had to decide whether to stay or leave Japan. Were they collaborators or resistance? Some Koreans had fought in the Imperial Army. Where should they go? More than a million chose to leave, fleeing to China, Europe, the US and Korea, occupied in the north by Soviet forces and in the south by American GIs.

Between 600,000 to 800,000 Koreans stayed in Japan, only to face segregation far worse than before the war. Koreans were a daily reminder of lost empire; beggars on the streets, veterans without benefits; families living in slums. Ethnic Koreans in Japan were the detritus of empire, though previously they had worked in the foundry of empire. Now the Japanese authorities encouraged them to leave en masse. Those who remained – the so-called zainichi (literally ‘residing in Japan’) – were viewed as troublemakers and objects of suspicion. Successive post-war Japanese governments, still feeling their way after more than six years of American occupation, feared that ethnic Koreans were a fifth column, in cahoots with the Japanese Communist Party.9

Son Jong-gyeong was dubious about going back to Korea. He’d spent almost 30 years in Japan. It was a home, of sorts. But his wife Lee Wong-jo was adamant. She was worried about her children being abducted or killed by Japanese vigilantes shamed by their country’s surrender and tempted to exact revenge. The Son family waited for months for a ship back to Korea, joining tens of thousands of ethnic Koreans stranded in a vast makeshift settlement at Hakata Bay in Kyushu. In 1946, they found a berth on a ship bound for Busan, the main port on the Korean mainland.

After more than two days at sea, the family arrived at their destination: the grandfather’s birthplace in an old village in Daegu province. The work-shy patriarch left his wife to cope. She went begging for vegetables to sell, only to face half a dozen relatives armed with bats who destroyed her makeshift food stall. They considered themselves Yangban, not peasants hawking goods for a living. ‘You’re Iljik Son, just like us,’ they cried. ‘How can you go begging? You’re bringing shame on the family name.’

The gang came every day for a week, shouting and yelling and wreaking havoc. Finally, Lee lost her will to resist. There was no option but to return to Japan. Mitsunori, then 11, was livid. At a time of chaos, when all were in despair, he spied opportunity. A born entrepreneur, he fancied his chances of starting a business in post-war Korea where everything felt ‘as poor as Africa’.10

The Son clan waited another 18 months for a berth for the journey from Busan to Shimonoseki in Japan. The numbers of boats crossing the Tsushima Strait had declined dramatically. Japan was a shattered land with a shattered people. The Tokyo government had no interest in taking back ethnic Koreans.

One night, under the cover of darkness, grandfather Son, his wife and seven children clambered aboard a smuggler’s fishing boat back to Kyushu. The journey across to the Japanese mainland was perilous at the best of times, but these were the grimmest and the Son family’s luck ran out midway through the crossing as the ramshackle vessel’s engine broke down and water flooded in.

When Mitsunori screamed at his father to save the family from drowning, there was no response. Son Jong-gyeong appeared paralysed, resigned to his fate. The rest of the family took it in turns to bail out the water from the listing vessel. The children and their parents were adrift for two days before a fishing vessel spotted them. A second, successful attempt to cross the strait followed soon thereafter. The Son family, having smuggled their way back into Japan, finally returned to their old hometown of Tosu.

They must have prayed for a better life. What awaited them was deprivation and discrimination far worse than anything they had experienced in pre-war Japan.




2.

Pachinko

In 1947, on their return to Kyushu, the Son family’s new home was the equivalent of a cowshed, one of dozens of makeshift dwellings on a plot of unregistered land owned by Japanese National Railways. Around 300 Koreans settled next to Tosu railway station,1 a no-go area at night for local police, a refuge for the homeless and the poor, and an underworld economy of bootleggers, loan sharks and yakuza (gangsters).2

Japanese railway employees routinely set fire to the Korean ghetto, ostensibly to carry out a controlled burn of company land.3 Overnight the Koreans patched together their tin shacks with bits of discarded metal; acts of defiance which inspired Masa in later life. Everyone worked in the Son family, except for the grandfather. Doing manual labour was beneath the self-styled Yangban, ‘a lazy fart’4 who turned to the bottle to block out life’s daily humiliations.

The early post-war years in Japan were beyond wretched. The country was under American occupation, but everywhere there were signs of social breakdown. The press was full of stories of sensational murders. People were on the verge of starvation. Black markets were cesspools of illicit drugs, including heroin and Philopon, the stimulant used to keep Japanese pilots awake during the war.5

In Tosu, the Son family eked out an existence. Grandma Lee sold fish, vegetables and scrap metal. Mitsunori, forced to leave high school when he was 14 to help earn money, hawked liquor on the side. The old adage – If the law doesn’t respect you, then you won’t respect the law – applied to Mitsunori, who could not obtain a liquor licence because he was Korean. ‘I started making moonshine when I was 16. I knew it was illegal, but I had no work,’ he recalled, ‘then I stopped caring whether what I did was legal or not. And when I got caught, I always shifted the blame on somebody else.’

One night, the grandfather heard Mitsunori bragging about his money-making. Rising in silence from the dinner table, he fetched one of his clogs and beat his son so hard that blood streamed down the young man’s face. For a Yangban, doing business was shameful enough. Boasting in public about profiteering was beyond the pale.6

On 8 August 1957, ten years after the Son family returned home to Japan, Masa was born in the Korean settlement near Tosu railway station, on a dirt track with no name. The baby was said to have remained silent for 15 minutes, refusing to cry until prompted by the midwife pouring water over his face. His father claims, more implausibly, that there were signs of stigmata on Masa’s back, rendering his son an infant Jesus figure. ‘He died before he was born,’ Mitsunori once joked.7

Masa’s mother, Tamako, was born in 1936, the same year as Mitsunori. Unlike her rough-hewn husband, she came from true Yangban stock. In her early years, Tamako was known as a local beauty, often compared to a famous Japanese singer of the post-war era. One of her younger brothers, Miyata, was a talented painter, an artistic bent which Masa shared.8

Mitsunori and Tamako met when he came round to her house to buy pigs. From that day on, he claimed he was in love and refused to leave until her parents consented to marriage. Eventually, they relented, and the marriage took place in 1955. But when her family visited the Son clan in Tosu, they were taken aback by the number of pigs roaming in and around the tin shack home, just a few metres from the main railway track. They felt sorry for their daughter, who had obviously married well beneath her station.9

As a zainichi, Masa was born with two names in Japanese and Korean: Masayoshi Yasumoto and Son Jung-eui. Both Masayoshi and Jung-eui mean ‘Justice’, signalling his parents’ hope of a better life for their offspring. Masa’s earliest memories were the smell of pigs and the sound of steam trains belching soot and smoke which filled his makeshift home. Locals had a saying: all sparrows are black in Tosu.10 ‘We started at the bottom of society,’ Masa remembered, more than 65 years later, ‘I didn’t even know what nationality I was.’11

Masa’s fate, along with that of all ethnically oppressed zainichi, stemmed from a cruel twist of history. In Asia, there was no post-war settlement on the lines of the 1945 Yalta conference where Stalin, Churchill and Roosevelt carved up Europe into spheres of influence. The 1951 San Francisco treaty ended the American occupation and restored full sovereignty to Japan. But it left open numerous territorial disputes. Korea was divided between north and south along the lines of the 38th parallel. Japan was forced to renounce title to Taiwan, but the allies decided the island would not become Communist China’s territory. In response, China and the Soviet Union both refused to sign the San Francisco treaty.fn1

The two new Koreas did not sign the treaty either and Korean victims of Japanese atrocities during the war were not entitled to compensation, an injustice which continued to poison relations between the two neighbours for decades. In Japan, tens of thousands of Koreans like the Son family were left in limbo, stripped of their colonial-era Japanese nationality, and non-citizens in what was once ‘their’ country. Their fate gave the lie to the myth propagated first by the American occupiers and later by Japanese politicians that post-war Japan was a unified, homogeneous nation. The reality was that the Korean community were outcasts, forced to live a marginalized existence, confined to an underworld economy.

With both his parents working, Masa, the second of four brothers, was raised by his grandmother Lee Wong-jo. Every day, she wheeled Masa around in a black wheelbarrow, collecting scraps from local restaurants which she later fed to the five red pigs keeping the family company by the railway track. ‘You thought this life was normal, and you don’t feel unhappy because you don’t know otherwise,’ Masa remembered. ‘The pigs used to make noise in the evenings, with a bad smell, like shit.’12

Years later, well after his first million, Masa confided to an old friend that he was plagued by a recurring nightmare, waking up in a start with the stench of pig excrement in his nostrils. When he described the experience, his friend said the dream was in fact a memory. Try as he might, Masa could not escape his past.13

Masa suffered hardship in those first five years, but it was nothing compared to the suffering of his parents’ generation. Their sacrifice was a powerful motivating force for the young boy, leaving him with a profound sense of obligation. Whatever he accomplished in life, however much money he made, he felt he could never erase the debt he owed his parents and grandparents.14

By his own account, Masa enjoyed his early childhood, playing hide-and-seek in the haystacks and fishing in the local Daigi river. His first encounter with overt discrimination left a scar, both mental and physical. One afternoon, on his way home from kindergarten, Masa was attacked by Japanese kids taunting him for living in the Korean ghetto. One threw a stone which struck his forehead and drew blood. It was a moment of humiliation but also self-realization: Masa spoke Japanese and he had inherited a Japanese name (‘Yasumoto’), but he was still a pariah.

‘Gradually, you start to realize that you’re not a Japanese kid. You start to understand the nationality, the race – and the discrimination. And then your good old memories start to stink a little. And then you try to escape from those smells,’ Masa recalled.

The Son family’s path out of poverty was breeding and selling hogs. Because pigs reproduce faster than cattle or sheep, and Mitsunori was working 18 hours a day selling the animals for slaughter, the family’s finances rapidly transformed. Masa’s father had free family labour, free feed from restaurant scraps, and no rent because his family were squatters. It was all income, no expenses. Having set himself a target of ¥5m ($14,000) in five years, Mitsunori ended up making ¥40m ($111,000).fn2

Watching his father, the young Masa would have learnt several things: the terrifying fear of destitution, the outsider’s relentless struggle for survival, the bitter truth that no one will help you but yourself, as well as the endless corner-cutting, hustle and re-invention required of an entrepreneur operating on the margins of society. By contrast, his mother Tamako is a more distant figure, absent in the literal sense (she is said to have found Mitsunori’s misogyny difficult and sometimes left the family home to stay with relatives), but also in the emotional sense. Grandma Lee, ever present, always worrying about money, left an enduring impression.

More than 50 years later, perched on a wooden armchair, Mitsunori Son, 87, reflected upon the moment he realized his second son Masayoshi was cut from different cloth, a young boy possessed of stubbornness, self-belief and unlimited ambition. Masa was six years old and he was sumo-wrestling with his elder brother in the family home. Masa lost the fight, but he refused to give up. Nothing would stop him, not even when his father tried to pull him away. Mitsunori still remembered the look in Masa’s eyes.

‘They were like an animal’s, a wolf’s eyes,’ he chuckled. ‘I thought to myself: “Wow, this bastard is not human.”’15

On that morning in spring 2023, shafts of sunlight pierced through the windows to illuminate a spacious living room crammed with photographs and mementos of Masa. The setting felt almost like a shrine, as if Mitsunori himself was living his life and enjoying his own self-esteem through the life of his favourite son.

At the back of the room, snapshots of the two men in baseball jackets and caps lined the mantelpiece, alongside Masa’s own artwork featuring a black stallion mid-gallop against a stormy landscape. One work stood out: a self-portrait, painted by Masa when he was about 11 years old. Everything about that picture spells defiance. The pursed lips. The thick jet black hair swept forward in a flamboyant V-shaped curve over the forehead, casting a deep shadow down the left side of the face.

‘He [Masa] would keep staring at me, with those eyes, as if they were telling me to keep calling him a genius,’ Mitsunori remembered, ‘and so I ended up having to call him a genius.’ Just in case the foreign visitor failed to absorb the message, the doting father added: ‘Because Masa is convinced that he’s a genius, the good ideas follow. If you truly believe you’re strong, you’re a genius, then failure just bounces off you, you drive failure away through sheer will-power.’

This mixture of stubbornness and inspiration illuminates the essence of Masa’s character and his approach to business. Convinced of his own techno-centric world view, he truly believes he can see into the future and make it reality in the present. ‘Masa thinks that if something could happen, it should happen. And if it should happen, it will happen,’ says a long-time SoftBank colleague, ‘and if it will happen, then in Masa’s mind, it’s already happened. He’s already visualized it.’16

Masa agrees he was encouraged by his father to believe that he was exceptional. ‘He always said: “Masa you’re the best, you’re number one, you’re brilliant.” So I had a natural belief: I’m number one. Why should I compromise to be number two?’17

Such praise for children was conspicuously absent in traditional Japanese families, where the atmosphere at home was more reserved, even severe. In his early years, Masa, relishing his princeling status, wasn’t shy about offering business advice to his father. When Mitsunori said he’d bought a cafe on the fringe of town and was worried about how to attract customers, Masa, no more than eight years old, had the answer. Hand out free coffee vouchers and the customers will come and spend money on other items. Masa was equally resourceful at middle school. Once, before being sent on an 8km run, he worked out how to take a short cut. To this day, he insists that he imagined the route in his own head rather than reading a map ahead of the race. When informed of this childhood tale, a former top SoftBank colleague laughed: ‘Masa’s life is one long short cut. It should be the title of your book.’18

In April 1964, the Son family moved to Kita-Kyushu, some 55 miles to the north of Tosu. Nearby was the giant Yahata steel plant, where the salarymen with their monthly pay cheques offered a target market for Mitsunori’s new venture: loan sharking. Customers were charged exorbitant levels of interest: a loan of ¥10,000 ($100) translated into ¥20,000, repayable on demand. This was a high-risk activity which required Mitsunori carrying a knife for self-protection. Sometimes, he thought better of taking on unnecessary risk and summoned a reluctant relative to shake down delinquent debtors.

By now, Japan’s economic miracle was nearly complete. A boom in post-war construction, coupled with heavy industrialization, had restored the country to a front-rank economic power built around shipbuilding, electric power and coal and steel production. That year, 1964, Tokyo hosted the summer Olympics, the first to be held in Asia. The two-week event was a coming-out for Japan, showcasing its spectacular technological progress symbolized by the completion of the Tokaido Shinkansen, the fastest train in the world, and a new geo-satellite allowing the games to be telecast live internationally for the first time.

Mitsunori’s next business foray was into pachinko, a form of low-stakes gambling through pinball and slot machines.fn3,19 In post-war Japan, pachinko parlours were a diversion for the older generation suffering from war trauma. For the younger generation, they were an escape from loveless homes, where wives slept with children instead of their salaryman husbands working and drinking late into the night.20 Pachinko operated in a legal grey zone, opening a space for ethnic Koreans shut out of the traditional economy. In time, they would come to dominate an industry amounting to 4 per cent of Japan’s GDP, more than Las Vegas and Macau combined.21

In her best-selling novel of that name, Min Jin Lee describes the scene inside a pachinko hall in Yokohama in 1976: ‘The volcanic rush of tinny bells, the clanging of tiny hammers across miniature metal bowls, the beeping and flashing of colourful lights, and the throaty shouts of welcome from the obsequious staff.’22 Pachinko was wildly popular among men and women. Housewives would queue up early in the morning, eager to secure a place at the one reputedly lucky machine in the hall. They played till early evening, hypnotized by balls zigzagging vertically through pins en route to a hole which could spell a small fortune or a big zero. Then the husband would take over, playing game after game on the same machine, until the shop finally closed at midnight.

Pachinko was no place for faint hearts. The yakuza used the business for tax evasion, money laundering and racketeering. Turf wars were routine in Kyushu, where rival gangs occasionally settled their differences with grenades or bursts of machine-gun fire. Undeterred, Mitsunori was set on becoming the pachinko kingpin of Kyushu. His second slot machine parlour was called Lionsfn4 and included a small plot of land. The total cost was ¥1.5bn ($4.1m), leaving Mitsunori mortgaged to the hilt. By his account, he needed 5,000 to 10,000 customers a day to keep going, five to 10 times the number of customers visiting rival pachinko parlours.23

The level of his personal indebtedness was reckless, his financial targets insanely ambitious. After two weeks, he’d fallen well short. The gambler improvised, ordering his pachinko engineer to rearrange the pins so every customer won $100 to $200. After a month, he’d lost ¥50m ($350,000 on contemporary exchange rates), but Lions was the most popular gambling joint in town. ‘I was down to my last ¥50m,’ Mitsunori recalled. ‘I was prepared to go bankrupt and make a run for it.’24

In the third month, Mitsunori readjusted the pinball machines so he made ¥50m and then he went back to losing another ¥50m in his fourth month. Mitsunori was prepared to lose everything to make a fortune. His son would be no different. Pachinko culture was embedded in his DNA.

As his gambling business turned cash positive, Mitsunori improved the net profit margin by employing members of his extended family as well as debtors from his loan-sharking business. By deducting the money owed from their salaries, he kept tight control of his profit and loss account. By the late 1970s, Mitsunori estimated the Lions business was making monthly revenue of $500,000. Over time, he expanded his Lions empire to more than a dozen parlours stretching from the port city of Nagasaki to the industrial city of Kita-Kyushu.

By the time Masa was in his early teens, Mitsunori was supporting up to 20 members of the extended Son family. Every weekend they would pitch up on the outskirts of Tosu in their flashy foreign cars to visit the grandparents still content to live in the Korean ghetto. This picture is far removed from later accounts of Son family poverty. On the contrary, the Son family’s wealth provided the security for Masa’s future career as an entrepreneur in Japan.

Masa’s first career choice was to be a grammar-school teacher. When his father told him his nationality barred him from entering the teaching profession in Japan, the precocious boy was devastated. He had assumed his life’s choices would be determined by merit not race. Suddenly the dilemma of dual identity – Japanese by name, Korean by birth – became all too real. Though he was barely 12 years old, Masa demanded that the Son family naturalize and obtain Japanese citizenship. Mitsunori refused, arguing it was a betrayal of the family’s Korean roots.

‘No way, Masa, no way,’ Mitsunori replied. ‘I cannot do that for you.’

Ostensibly his father’s opposition came down to family pride. Only ‘losers’ abandoned their true ethnic identity, he yelled. But Mitsunori must have had concerns about the Japanese naturalization process, which invariably invited scrutiny from the tax authorities who might not look so favourably on his pachinko business. Masa fought for weeks with his father but for once he ended up on the losing side. From then on, he confessed, he had occasional thoughts of suicide.

‘I felt I was hiding something and I always had a darkness within my heart. When I was with friends, I was carefree and had fun, but when I returned home and caught myself alone, it was like I was keeping something from them.’25

The humiliation cut deeper when, aged 14, Masa was obliged to have his fingerprints taken for his ‘alien registration card’. This was a common experience for all zainichi, but he felt he was being treated like a criminal or a character in a manga comic strip. What had he done wrong?fn5

Mitsunori didn’t want Masa to follow him into business. At night, exhausted from working 18-hour days, he reached for the bottle. Then he’d start weeping. ‘Money is something I can make, or you can make, but that’s not something you should chase. I support the family and this is enough. To make money is sacrificing our [Yangban] pride,’ he told Masa. ‘When you grow up, you don’t need money. We don’t need money.’

Mitsunori advised Masa to enter politics and become president of South Korea. But Masa had something else in mind. Not the shady world of pachinko, but something much bigger and bolder. He looked far and wide and alighted upon Den Fujita, by then a legendary figure in post-war Japan and the founder of McDonald’s Japan, the offshoot of the US fast-food chain.

Fujita was a contrarian, brought up bilingual by his father, an engineer for a British company and an outspoken critic of the warmongers in Imperial Japan. After the collapse in 1945, Fujita, still a student, worked as an interpreter at General MacArthur’s headquarters. The position gave him plenty of insider information and contacts, allowing him to set up a lucrative business as an importer of luxury western goods. By the late 1960s, he was rich, famous and ready for a new challenge.

Fujita found his metier during a trip to the US where he had his first Big Mac. Using charm and guile, he persuaded the McDonald’s management to let him set up a franchise in Japan. Crucially, he insisted that the restaurants had to be 100 per cent Japanese. ‘All Japanese have an inferiority complex about anything that is foreign because everything in our culture has come from the outside,’ he explained. ‘Our writing comes from China, our Buddhism from Korea, and after the war everything new, from Coca-Cola to IBM, came from America.’26

Fujita got his way, and secured a 25 per cent stake in the new venture. The first McDonald’s restaurants were located in the centre of town rather than the suburbs, and the English names changed to make them easier to pronounce: McDonald’s became Makudonarudo and Ronald McDonald would become Donald McDonald. Years later, Masa would adopt a similar model, selling himself to Americans as the gateway to Japan and adapting internet businesses like Yahoo! to the Japanese consumer market.

Fujita achieved cult status with his bestseller ‘The Jewish Way of Doing Business’.27 The book, which Masa had read, urged the Japanese to adopt the approach of ‘the Jew’, an American GI in Japan and moneylender par excellence. Fujita noted that ‘the Jew’ was despised but had everyone under his thumb. It was an antisemitic trope of the worst kind, but one which Masa as an ethnic Korean in Japan took to heart.

Masa started cold-calling Fujita’s office in Tokyo, begging his assistants for a meeting. Eventually, he decided a plane ticket to Tokyo was cheaper than more long-distance calls. This was an 800-km trip, his first to the capital. One day, he showed up at Fujita’s office unannounced with a simple pitch:

‘Tell Mr Fujita: you don’t have to look at me. You don’t have to talk to me. You can keep on working, whatever you’re doing. I just want to see his face. For three minutes.’

Impressed that this young man would not take no for an answer, the guru agreed to a meeting. Masa asked what business he should go into. Fujita looked at him and said: ‘Computers! Don’t look at the past, look at the future industries. The computer industry, that’s the one you should focus on.’

Fujita had a second piece of advice: learn English, the language of international commerce. There was only one place to go to pick up English fast. The land of McDonald’s.

Masa was headed for America.




3.

American Awakening

In the summer of 1973, Masa set foot in the US for the first time, having signed up for a six-week language course at the University of Berkeley. He felt liberated the moment he stepped off the plane. Everything was so much bigger in the US: the supermarkets, the shopping carts, the parking lots, the eight-lane highways.1 Compared to his ‘small Japan’, America offered boundless opportunity.

That summer, Americans were riveted by the Watergate hearings in the US Senate broadcast live on network television, the beginning of the end of Richard Nixon’s presidency. In California, ‘The People’s Republic of Berkeley’ was still recovering from violent protests against the Vietnam War. On Sproul Plaza, where a National Guard helicopter had once dropped tear gas on students and protestors, the Free Speech Movement was in full cry. Close by, drifters, eccentrics and Hells Angels gathered on Telegraph Avenue, a central thoroughfare lined with bookshops, restaurants and psychedelic record stores.

Berkeley was trapped in a Sixties time-warp, but the university ranked as one of the most prestigious in the US. Along with Stanford and other campuses in the University of California system, it was a magnet for cutting-edge scientific research and dynamic entrepreneurialism.2 Of notable consequence was the invention of the integrated circuit containing multiple transistors. This development of the silicon chip marked a breakthrough with massive consequences for a wide range of civil and military applications. It opened the door to the personal computer which would transform the workplace, connecting and empowering millions of people.

Masa had yet to experience the unique symbiosis between universities and entrepreneurs in California which was the foundation of the information revolution. That first day on campus something else caught his eye. Dozens of white, black and Asian students mixing freely, using their ethnic names, seemingly at ease with themselves and their ‘Americanness’. Here was an equal and fair society in action, a concept at once bewildering and reassuring for Masa. Before boarding the outbound flight from Haneda airport in Tokyo, he’d suffered a reminder of his second-class status. Despite his Japanese name, he was singled out as an ethnic Korean and told to join a separate queue for aliens.fn1 In Japan, he reflected, everyone looked the same but the invisible racism was ever present.

Half a century later, Masa recalled his emotions on setting foot in America: ‘I said to myself “What a small man I’ve been. I’m not gonna escape any more, I’m gonna fight. I’m gonna prove that I’m an equally good man, not an inferior guy, OK?”’3

On his return home, Masa announced he intended to continue his future education in the US. His parents were stunned. Masa had switched schools regularly since Tosu; his mother Tamako at one point rented an apartment in nearby Fukuoka City so he could enjoy a best-in-class education. Now he had barely begun his first year at the elite Kurume high school, the stepping stone to a top university in Tokyo. A family fracas erupted involving mother, elder brother, uncles, aunts and father.

The argument wasn’t about money but identity. Masa was adamant he should ‘come out’ as an ethnic Korean. He wanted to adopt his real name ‘Son Jung-eui’, simplified to J-U-N-G (which in American conveniently sounded like ‘John’, one of the most common names in the English language). ‘I decided I’m gonna go straight, without hiding any more,’ Masa remembered. ‘It was like Independence Day for me.’4

But Masa’s relatives accused him of being a spoilt teenager. ‘You cannot do that,’ his favourite uncle said. ‘What happens to all of us? We are all hiding. We are all using a Japanese family name.’ The only family member who kept calm was Grandma Lee. She’d never concealed her Korean identity. Indeed, she was proud of it. When Masa declared that he wanted to visit the ancestral homes in South Korea, her eyes lit up.

Grandma Lee had long been a substitute mother for Masa as both his parents were working. But the two became estranged as Masa approached his teens. Masa wanted to be Japanese, but Lee barely spoke the language. She made regular visits to Korea, where she picked up cheap clothes and stuffed them in a knapsack for sale back in Tosu. The sight of her hawking garments was embarrassing; the sour smell of kimchi, which she ate in front of his school friends, betrayed her true origins. The entire Son family, it seemed, was living a lie. They were Korean, through and through.

The two-week trip which the young teenager took with his grandmother to South Korea turned out to be life-changing, a milestone in a long journey towards resolving the question of his identity. Back in the early 1970s, there was little hint of South Korea turning into one of Asia’s tiger economies. Outside Seoul, the war’s destruction was still evident. There was no electricity; poverty was ubiquitous. Masa visited Daegu, grandfather Son’s birthplace, as well as Gangwon, where his grandmother grew up. People were friendly and generous, but his abiding memory was how small the apples were compared to Japan, each leaving a bitter taste in the mouth.

Masa ended his visit with several insights. He was an ethnic Korean who knew nothing about Korea: he could not speak the language, he could not read the characters, and he’d never set foot on Korean soil until then. He thought he was Korean but he wasn’t. Nor was he Japanese. And he certainly wasn’t American. Then it dawned upon him that, although he was a nobody, one day he would be somebody. He was starting from zero, but he had one consolation: ‘At least I’m not a minus.’5

On his return to Japan, his insistence on going to study in the US triggered another family row. Masa was violating a bedrock principle in Korean immigrant culture: he was abandoning his family, the economic entity which determined everything. Every member of a zainichi family was traditionally co-dependent, with the father or patriarch being the chief breadwinner. In the Son family, Mitsunori had made a small fortune since leaving high school early, but working 18 to 20 hours a day had exacted a heavy toll. He was suffering cirrhosis of the liver caused by parasites from the river carp, koi and loach he used to catch for his own father’s meals, washed down with moonshine. One night Mitsunori coughed up enough blood to fill a sink, forcing him to be hospitalized.

How can you leave your father? Tamako demanded. Look at the sacrifice made by your elder brother who’s left school. His aunts and uncles piled on. Yet Masa’s stricken father soon backed down when faced with his pampered son. ‘I thought that if I were to say no, he’d just be more willing to do anything – even bad things – to make enough money so that he could go to America on his own,’ said Mitsunori, ‘so I thought I had to say yes.’

Mitsunori nevertheless set three conditions. Masa had to come back to Japan at least once a year, he would not marry an American girl and would not take a job to maintain himself, relying instead on regular financial support from home.

In September 1973, Masa officially transferred out of Kurume high school. He waited more than six months for a visa, which was contingent on winning a place at a local high school in California. After one of the Berkeley language-school teachers vouched for him, Masa secured a place at Serramonte high school in Daly City, just south of the city limits of San Francisco.

On the eve of his departure to the US, Masa’s high school classmates sang the folk-rock group Broadside Four’s song, Wakamonotachi (‘The Young Ones’), a big hit at the time.6 The class president gave Masa a Japanese loincloth (fundoshi), the undergarment supplied to soldiers in the Imperial Army, which signified the passage to adulthood. To accept this traditional Japanese gift when about to go full Korean shows an extraordinary degree of self-control on Masa’s part – or an infinite capacity to dissimulate. Maybe both.

At Fukuoka airport, bidding farewell to Masa, Tamako broke down in tears. His mother fretted about how Americans might treat her 16-year-old son, imagining he was certain to face discrimination or worse.

‘I am not going for ever,’ Masa calmly replied, ‘I will be back.’7

In February 1974, before enrolling at Serramonte, Masa entered an English-language school to improve his spoken and written English. The courses took place at Holy Names College, a private Roman Catholic school founded by Canadian nuns in 1868 and located in Oakland, across the Bay, east of San Francisco.

He gave no sign he could speak Japanese nor that he lived in Japan. Instead he introduced himself as ‘John’ or ‘Son, from Korea’. He was in fact zainichi, living undercover, speaking English only to his male Japanese counterparts, including a new friend and fellow student from Kyushu. One afternoon the two teenagers were sitting on a bench when Masa stretched his arms towards the sky.

‘Uwaa, kitsuka’ (Ugh, I’m tense), he let loose in a local Kyushu dialect. His friend, stunned, said: ‘I beg your pardon?’ Realizing he had outed himself as an ethnic Korean living in Japan – a zainichi! – Masa said: ‘Sorry! I’m actually from Kyushu … Tosu, even.’

‘Oh, come on!’ replied his classmate, red with anger, asking why Masa would engage in such elaborate deception. Masa’s reply was lame and made no effort to explain his troubled family history as ethnic Koreans in Japan. It was all too painful. But with the passage of time, the two boys became closer, united by their Kyushu roots and by the sharing of a secret.8

Masa enjoyed horse-riding, but most of the time he kept his nose in his books. One day, he looked up and saw a young Japanese girl with shoulder-length dark hair and a winning smile. It was love at first sight.

Masami Ono was 18, two years older than Masa, but he was a persistent suitor, like his father and grandfather. Soon Masami and Masa were eating ice cream together or walking around hand in hand on campus. Masami seemingly had no qualms about dating a zainichi. Masa was set on this Japanese girl, resolving to join her in the same entry year at college.

Within one week of enrolling as a second-year student at Serramonte high school, he asked for a meeting with the principal, a burly ex-college football player called Anthony Trujillo. ‘I want to go to university as quickly as possible,’ he said, requesting a transfer to the third year.9

Impressed by the young man’s chutzpah, Trujillo went one better, promoting him to the fourth year. There he could sit the standardized tests for college entry: maths, physics, chemistry, history, geography and English. Masa agreed, knowing that if he failed one exam, he would have to retake them all in a year’s time.

Masa breezed through the maths paper, but physics, history and English were a different matter. He had little idea what the questions meant, let alone what the answers might be, and so he improvised. First, he secured a Japanese-English dictionary; then he requested an extension to compensate for his weakness in English. Trujillo checked with the exam board superintendent, who agreed to err on the side of generosity. And so was born ‘the Son exception’, an exercise in official discretion unthinkable in his native Japan.10

‘In Japan, it’s either against the rule or not against the rule,’ Masa later explained. ‘There is no discussion of fair or unfair. They say a rule is a rule!’11

Masa sat his exams for three consecutive days, each lasting 12 hours as he had to use the dictionary. He finished the last paper on physics shortly before midnight. Set for the fastest high-school graduation in Daly City history, he withdrew early to squeeze in another English language school. Masa ended up as one of Serramonte High’s most distinguished students; but technically he never graduated.

Around this time, Masa sent a letter to each of his closest former high-school classmates in Japan. He revealed he was Korean, that his real name was Son, and that henceforth he was going to live under this name. Those friends may have asked why they serenaded him with a Japanese military loincloth, but the general view was that he had done well to come clean. In Japanese terms, the affirmation of his true identity meant he had levelled with his closest friends. From that day on, their friendship could be real, not fake.

In January 1975, Masa joined Masami at Holy Names College in Oakland, where he had landed the year before at the language school. He was joined by students from Japan, Indonesia and Mexico as well as the US. Masa stood out, not because of his quirky accent but because he made no secret that he had come to the US to make money.

His eyes initially alighted upon video games, the latest craze in Japan and the US. In the end, Masa and a student partner settled for a simpler idea: a working kitchen on campus open for two hours a day, serving stir-fried noodles, wonton soup and other Oriental dishes. The business was popular and profitable, until the day it closed due to ‘creative accounting’ issues. Masa blamed the snafus on his business partner.12 Later in life, when confronted with billions of dollars of losses and negative press, Masa described himself as the captain of the ship whose duty was to save passengers and crew, if necessary going down with the ship. On this occasion, he was first in the lifeboat.

Sometime in the fall of 1976, Masa claims to have experienced an epiphany, a life-changing experience which irrevocably shaped his future business career.13 He picked up a copy of Popular Electronics in his local Safeway supermarket and spotted an image of the new Intel 8080 microprocessor. He imagined he was watching a film scene or listening to a moving piece of music. ‘It was exactly that same feeling. I was tingling all over and warm tears were rolling down my face.’

Masa’s account – repeated endlessly in interviews and biographies – is almost identical to Bill Gates’s story of being shown a copy of Popular Electronics magazine in January 1975. Gates, then a second-year student at Harvard, was so blown away reading about the Altair 8800 microprocessor that he dropped out and co-founded his own company – Microsoft – in Albuquerque, New Mexico.

‘I was genuinely moved,’ Gates recalled. ‘In my opinion, Popular Electronics completely changed the relationship between humans and computers.’14

Whether Masa’s story is true or a copycat experience is less important, perhaps, than the fact that the young Japanese student was following Den Fujita’s advice and fast developing an interest in technology. It would have been strange if he hadn’t. Holy Names in Oakland was only an hour’s drive from the Mecca of entrepreneurship and innovation, the area around San Jose in Santa Clara County known as Silicon Valley. In this unpromising terrain, where apple, peach and pear orchards lined the highways, a period of historic technological transformation was gathering pace, driven by the tiny microchip which Masa (and Gates) had swooned over. A chance encounter with a visiting businessman, a legend in his native Japan, brought the nascent PC revolution in California alive in the young man’s mind and changed his life’s trajectory.

Tadashi Sasaki belongs among the elite founders of the Japanese consumer electronics industry, a giant who stands alongside Akio Morita, pioneer of the Sony Walkman, and Konosuke Matsushita, founder of Panasonic. His reputation as a world-class engineer was first established during the war. His expertise was radar technology, a skill he acquired after studying British equipment seized after the fall of Singapore in 1941. The following year, American B-25 bombers flying 700 miles from the USS carrier Hornet struck Kobe, Osaka and Tokyo and other targets on the mainland. The damage inland was superficial but the Americans had evaded rudimentary Japanese radar. The psychological impact on the Japanese public was devastating.

Sasaki was ordered to undertake a cloak-and-dagger mission to Germany to study superior German Wurzburg radar technology. He made the hazardous trip to Germany via the Trans-Siberian railway, a journey across seven time zones made possible only because Japan and the Soviet Union were not at war. By the time the bespectacled young Japanese engineer was ready to return, the land route via the eastern front was judged too dangerous and so he had to return home by sea.

Sasaki carried radar parts and a copy of a blueprint for the radar technology on a German U-boat to the Japanese-controlled Southern Pacific and finally to Tokyo. He later discovered that a second U-boat had been attacked and sunk off Singapore. Not one of the crew, including a colleague carrying a copy of the original German radar blueprint, survived.15

After the war, the man known as ‘Dr Rocket’ joined Sharp, the Japanese consumer electronics giant, where he developed the first electronic pocket calculators. Later he played a key role in the creation of the world’s first microprocessor, the Intel 4004 chip, by introducing Intel’s co-founder Robert Noyce to a Japanese business customer needing an advanced microchip. After that favour, Sasaki was given red-carpet treatment in Silicon Valley. He became a mentor to the next generation of American entrepreneurs driving the technology revolution, including a young man called Steve Jobs, who went on to found Apple Computer.

During one of his regular scouting visits to California, Sasaki bumped into an earnest young man who introduced himself as Masayoshi Son. Abandoning Japanese formality, Masa asked the older man: ‘What do you think is at the end of the universe? And where is the beginning of the universe anyway?’

The cosmic question seemed calculated to stir the older man’s curiosity. Sasaki asked the young Japanese student more about his background. ‘He revealed to me that he was a zainichi Korean and that his grandparents made a living raising pigs in Tosu, Kyushu. But he also said: “At the end of the day, I want to build a proper business. I do not want to go down the same path as my father and my relatives. That is why I came to America, to learn more.”’16

Sasaki later described Masa as an ‘alien’; but something drew him to the young man, despite their age difference and disparate backgrounds. Like Tesla founder Elon Musk, another socially awkward character, Masa had an ability to persuade others that he was a genius, or at least a genius-in-waiting. His very lack of social graces made him authentic and endearing, allowing him to win admiration and trust.17

The relationship between Masa and Sasaki continued for another 40 years until Sasaki died, aged 103, in 2018 in Japan. Masa later earned the nickname ‘jijii kiraa’ or ‘Old-Man-Killer’, referring to his knack for charming the elders of big business. Sasaki was the first of many to fall under his spell.




4.

Lost in Translation

Masayoshi Son’s six years in California were marked by chance encounters with people who would shape his life for decades. He met his wife Masami as a precocious teenager at Holy Names College. He first encountered his long-time mentor Dr Tadashi Sasaki on entering UC Berkeley in the summer of 1977. On campus, he met his first two business partners, one an older Taiwanese student by the name of Hong Lu, the other a middle-aged American nuclear physicist called Forrest Mozer.

Masa had secured a place at Berkeley as an economics major, having transferred from Holy Names where he made the Dean’s List after barely two years of studies. The single thread connecting this period is a relentless focus on money-making ventures. Fellow students, professors, computer specialists, all found themselves recruited as foot soldiers in a common cause: how to make Masa his first fortune.

Masa claims he was a technology geek from day one at Berkeley, stopping off regularly at the 24-hour student computer labs in the Evans Building on campus. There, using a basic Fortran programming language, he explored dozens of different business ideas, finally alighting on ‘talking word translator’. Then he trawled through the professors/scholars phone book searching for the best source for help with designing a prototype.

That was how Masa ended up one morning in January 1978 outside Professor Forrest Mozer’s office at the Space Sciences Laboratory, a concrete complex at the top of a hill overlooking the main campus. He was wearing a suit and tie; a rare sight in Berkeley, where students usually wandered around in sandals, some sporting tattoos or pierced ears. Intrigued, the American professor asked his visitor to take a seat.

Mozer, 48, was a leader in his chosen field of programming the flight of satellites; but he was also an inventor, who embodied the hybrid academic-entrepreneur model on university campuses in California. He had developed and patented a talking calculator for the blind, the first talking consumer electronic product to sell tens of thousands of units. Generous by nature, he kept an open door to students dropping by his lab to discuss their pet projects.

Masa, gathering himself, soon veered into the obsequious, praising Mozer as ‘a modern samurai’. Then he got down to business. He’d heard about an exciting new product Mozer had developed: a miniaturized voice synthesizer that used a microchip the size of a thumbnail to store and reproduce spoken words.1 Masa’s idea was to put up kiosks at airports and rent pocket speech translators to arriving passengers.2

By the mid 1970s, the world was on the cusp of a new age of cheap travel and no-frills airlines. Masa’s business application was aimed squarely – and presciently – at an emerging mass market. Mozer said he was too busy to pursue the idea, but the young student’s enthusiasm and the simplicity of the speech-translator concept gradually won the older man round. He agreed to help Masa develop a prototype. Nothing was written down on paper. It was a gentleman’s agreement between professor and student.

Mozer, a native of Nebraska in America’s Midwest, was not prone to exaggeration. That evening he went home and told his wife: ‘That guy is going to own Japan one day.’

By Masa’s account, he took ‘seven or eight’ computer science courses during his time at Berkeley and spent many hours programming in Evans Hall. Forty years on, however, Mozer is adamant that Masa had ‘zero knowledge’ of coding and he didn’t show much aptitude for technology in general. ‘There were a lot of people talking about electronic translators at that time,’ he remembered. ‘The beauty of Son’s idea was to sell it in kiosks. Son had no serious technical background. He was a businessman with a capital B.’3

Whatever his proficiency or lack of it in computer science, Masa enjoyed a life of privilege on campus. He was receiving regular payments of $2500 from his father in Kyushu – more than three times the starting salary for first-year graduates in Japan. He rented his own apartment and cruised around in a second-hand car, first a Volvo and later a Porsche. (He wrecked his first car, a Campomobile, on an inaugural trip to Los Angeles with Masami in the 7 a.m. rush hour from San Francisco.)4 Despite these escapades, he promised his father, who had staged a remarkable recovery from his liver cirrhosis, that he would stick to his books. Once at Berkeley, his mind turned
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