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The autobiography of Thomas J. Watson Jnr, Father, Son & Co: My Life at IBM and
Beyond (1990), tells the story of how the author’s father, Thomas J. Watson Snr,
built IBM into an industrial manufacturer, and how father and son together
transformed it into the world’s biggest computer company. Watson’s account of
working with his father, learning from him and sometimes clashing with him, the
book focuses on how the pair created a unique culture with a focus on customer
service and corporate pride. Max Liu, co-founder and chief executive of start-up
EMQ, which provides individuals and companies with low-cost cross-border
settlement and remittance services, explains how it changed his life.
I read the book in the ninth grade, when I
was about 15. My father has always given
his old newspapers, magazines and
books to me. This is a thick book and I
was a bit daunted by its length, but my
father said, “I think you should read this.”
I asked what it was about and he said,
“You tell me.” I understood about 5 per
cent of it but I read it because my dad
wanted me to be more worldly.
What resonated was the part where
Thomas Watson Snr gives his son some
advice: always leave the bathroom the
way you find it. Most people don’t care
about bathrooms – they just use them
and make them dirty. This struck a chord
with me because it made me realise that
people should always be accountable,
even when they aren’t being watched. It
sounds very cliched, but integrity and
attitude are very important.
I was born in Taiwan. My family moved
to Hawaii before I was one as my parents
wanted me to have a United States
education. It was rough as we didn’t have
a lot of money, and my parents didn’t
speak much English. But my father read
a lot. I remember that he’d come home
and unfold old newspapers and
magazines, and read them with a
dictionary open next to him.
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He worked for an airline. I watched him
scrap his way to the top. He wasn’t born
into a wealthy family, he just worked
really hard. A lot of this rubbed off on
me. If you want to succeed in business,
you have to know about people, because
people are behind businesses, and you
can’t take short cuts.
These are some of the lessons I
learned from my father. He’s my hero.
I’ve lost count of how many books he’s
given me. To this day he gives me things
to read, particularly books about building
corporate culture. He’s still schooling me.
I still have Father, Son & Co: My Life at
IBM and Beyond. It’s in storage, but the
crease at that page about bathrooms is
still there.
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The Farewell
Lulu Wang’s breakout hit at this year’s Sundance Film Festival explores
Asian-American identity but adds another tier to the cultural divide.

I

t’s often said that AsianAmerican
directors tend to focus on identity
issues and the conflicts that arise
from growing up between Asian and
Western cultures. The Farewell (2019),
the second feature film by Beijingborn,
United Statesraised Lulu Wang, certainly
does that, but it adds a more interesting
tier by examining a difficult social issue –
should ageing people with terminal cancer
be told that they are going to die?
A breakout hit at the Sundance Film
Festival, The Farewell opens with the title
“based on an actual lie”, denoting that the
story – which is about a white lie told to a
grandmother – is closely based on Wang’s
truelife experiences.
Billi (played by rapper and actress
Awkwafina of Crazy Rich Asians fame) is
a moody young New Yorker trying to make
her way as an artist. When her parents tell
her they are going back to China for their
cousin’s wedding, Billi decides to tag along.
Then Billi finds out that the true
purpose of the trip is to visit her beloved
grandmother, who is dying from cancer.
Billi is informed that the family have
decided not to tell the grandmother that
she has cancer, claiming that this will allow
her to spend her last days at peace. But Billi
thinks grandmother has a right to know
about her illness. Gentle conflicts ensue.
The Farewell is the latest in a line of
AsianAmerican familyoriented identity
films that include Bertha BaySa Pan’s Face
(2002), Alice Wu’s Saving Face (2004) and,
of course, Wayne Wang’s adaptation of Amy
Tan’s novel The Joy Luck Club (1993).
Lulu Wang’s delicate, thoughtful style is
reminiscent of the early works of Ang Lee,
whose first film, Pushing Hands (1991),
dealt with a similar crosscultural and
crossgenerational conflict.

Wang says she fought hard to maintain the
integrity of her original script, resisting
calls from both Chinese and Western
producers to include a Caucasian character
to enhance the film’s boxoffice potential.
The conflict in The Farewell is pinned
to differing ideas about honesty. The more
traditional characters in mainland China
think that it is right for them not tell the
grandmother, and that the family should
shoulder the pain of her illness for her –
that is the Chinese way. Billi argues that
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the grandmother has a moral right to know
that she has cancer.
The film was shot in Changchun, in Jilin
province, although Hong Kong viewers
might not recognise the sanitised depiction
of the mainland shown in the film. One
reason the movie resonated with Western
viewers is perhaps that it presents main
land society as similar to that of the middle
class Western world, and never looks
beyond its primary concerns to provide
wider sociopolitical context. ■
The Farewell will be screened on Thursday
at Premiere Elements, in West Kowloon, and
on November 12 at Movie Movie Cityplaza,
in Taikoo Shing, as part of the Hong Kong
Asian Film Festival.

