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Hock Tong Bee, the oldest
and largest family-run alcohol
business in Singapore, is operated
by the founder’s grandson
Clinton Ang, who mixes modern
management with traditional
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or someone who runs a $28-million-a-year business,
Fmaking an appointment with Clinton Ang was
surprisingly easy. The man is famously efficient: Any
document that lands on his desk — from media queries to
contracts — is tackled in seconds.

Not long after our call, | found myself sitting in
his office in his seven-storey Geylang warehouse. The
place feels spare in contrast to the public image of
Ang, who is a popular face at society gatherings as
well as the third-generation helmsman of Hock Tong
Bee, the oldest and largest family-run alcohol business
in Singapore.

“To run a business is to work 24/7," Ang explains
of his working style. ‘| make decisions quickly and act
swiftly, with a great deal of fiexibility. When you have
all the information and data on hand, you only need a
minute to decide if something is worth doing or not."

Hock Tong Bee, which means “good fortune
and beauty” in Hokkien, was founded in 1938 by
Ang's grandfather Ang Soo Seng as a wholesaler of
produce such as rice and alcohol. In the 1950s, with
unrest in Indenesia and damage wrought to Chinese-
owned shops, the business was pushed to the brink of
bankruptcy as clients were unable to make good on
their import purchases.

When his eldest son Aloysius Ang took over
the business in 1970, he was inspired by a Bordeausx
winemaker to shift the focus of the business to wine
and liquor. By that time, a dozen or so of its industry
peers had already disappeared from the scene.
However, Hock Tong Bee managed to not just survive,
but even thrive.



In the 1980s and 1990s, however, other local
alcohol dealers began to appear on the scene and,
in the post-1990s, with the opening of the local
subsidiaries of multinational companies like LVMH
and Pernod Ricard, many local dealers lost exclusive
distributorships and competition grew intense. Yet
Hock Tong Bee managed to hang on to its leadership
position in the industry throughout.

Clinton Ang, the youngest of four children, thinks
the secret of its success lies in how his forebears never
ran Hock Tong Bee like a family business — a practice
that he is bent on continuing. Merit, practicality and
professionalism supercede blood ties and the kind of
decision-making it brings; the company’s vision is also
crafted with long-term goals in mind.

At the same time, the Angs believe in selling
only what they would drink themselves — no point
pushing for flash sales and quick profits, because
relationships are what they want to cultivate. "We do
not sell products that we do not believe in. For instance,
we do not sell whiskies with no age label," says Clinton
Ang, on how whiskies with age statements offer better
quality.

In 2008, Hock Tong Bee moved into the
Cornerstone Building in Geylang, it was a freehold
property purchased by the company, which relieved the
firm of rental cost pressures. The building also serves
as the company warehouse, storage facility, office and
wholesale showroom, and there are ne plans at the
moment to expand.

The scale of a company can sometimes be
its drawback, leading to a loss of agility. Conversely,
Clinton Ang, 43, believes that a smaller company can
react and adapt more quickly. He says: “lt is all right to
lose a couple of coniracts sometimes; the important
thing is to win the other coniracts back.”

Also, because multinational companies tend to
use the same approach with all markets, they tend
to connect less effectively with the local consumer,
he says. On the other hand, Hock Tong Bee, which
distributes in 28 overseas markets, has localised
operations in markets such as Malaysia, Thailand,
Hong Kong, Macau, China and Taiwan by forming
joint ventures with local partners, which leads to better
relationship-building and integration with each of these
markets, he adds.

In the 10 years that Hock Tong Bee has been
in the China market, it has seen steady business.
According to him, although the company is a 51 per
cent majority stakeholder in the Chinese venture, it
takes only 49 per cent of the profit dividends as his
father had often advised: “Wh‘&_en we do business, we
must take care of our partners' interests. It's better for
them to take a bigger slice of the profit, because when
they make more, you make more too. Do not be penny
wise, pound foolish.”

In 2012, Clinton Ang sensed that there would
be a dip in the value of Bordeaux wine and began to
liquidate the company's investments in wines such

“It is all right to lose a couple of contracts sometimes; the

important thing is to win the other contracts back.”
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as the Chateau Lafite Rothschild and the Carruades
de Lafite, in a move that left his competitors puzzled.

A year later, wine prices fell by 70 per cent and Hock
Tong Bee bought the wines back but not at rock-
bottom prices. Once again, he was heeding his father's
words: "If you can earn a dollar, earning 60 or 70 cents
would be enough. Allow others to make some money
too”

Clinton Ang joined the family business with his
second brother Norman after his father suffered a
second stroke in 1997. He was promoted to business
development manager in 2001 and managing director
in 2003,

Norman Ang later left the business for a religious
calling while remaining on the board of directors. As his
eldest brother and sister did not have an interest in the
business, Clinton Ang was left to manage Hock Tong
Bee. Thanks to his vision and energy, the company has
become a major wine distributor in the Asia-Pacific and
has also developed its own brand of wine, Cornerstone,
a range developed to suit the Asian palate.

This heritage brand continues to practise the
business strategy of its founder, believing in thin
margins and high volumes. It has a database of over
30,000 customer files collected mostly at wine
tastings and dinners. The company focuses on the
wholesale and distribution business and retails through
its e-commerce site, which has monthly turnover of
between $500,000 and $1 million. Last year, the
company's combined revenue from its Singapore and
overseas businesses reached $28 million. Over the
last three to four years, the alcohol market has been
shrinking, yet Hock Tong Bee has outperformed the
market with its growing numbers.

According to Clinton Ang, the company used
to deal only in top-end French wines but has since
extended its range to less pricey options in response
to customer demand. The company is the exclusive
dealer of 40 wine and liquor brands (including French
champagne brand Pol Roger, Antinori from Italy and
Saint Clair from New Zealand), offering over 2,000
products on its website.

Clinton An§'.' a former Anglo-Chinese School
boy who was so good at badminton, he won a sports
scholarship to study in Arizona State University in the
United States, comes across as the idiomatic *banana’
— yellow (Chinese) on the outside but white (Western)
at the core — but he begs to differ. Many of his values
are highly traditional, he says, including a lesson his
late maternal grandmother had taught him: A single
chopstick can be easily broken into two while it would be
far harder to do the same with a bunch of chopsticks.
The moral of the story? Unity is key, whether at home

or when doing business.

As for the common Chinese saying that wealth
cannot endure beyond three generations in a family, he
has also looked into how to get past this “curse’, as he
calls it. His answer? Thrift. He buys only second-hand
cars, flies economy when he travels and stays in four-
star hotels. According to him, the saying exists because
people whe benefit from the hard work of their elders
do not know just how hard making money can be
and end up being unbridled in their extravagance. He
figured out very early in life that self-discipline, integrity
and a sense of responsibility are necessary to ensure
that there is no abuse of power and wealth in the
family.

He reveals that when his maternal grandmother
came up with Chinese names for him and his three
siblings, she had chosen the phrase “jiangshan
baochuan” (may the family assets and treasures be
preserved and passed down the generations) for use in
the last characters of each of their names. The purpose
was to remind them to be mindful of the source of their
fortune and that the objective of working hard every
day is to create an even better future for the family.
Ang's character is the fourth in the chain — “chuan” —
the one dictating that the fortunes be handed down
smoothly.

Could we infer then, that his three-year-old
daughter Cora will be groomed to take over the family
business one day? Mo, he insists in his down-to-earth
manner. “To have a family successor and to have a
capable family successor are two different things. An
incapable successor will only tank the family business.
Deoing business is a 24/7 affair, a commitment and
price that one cannot escape from. When | come to
work, | think from the perspective of an employee,
and then in the shoes of the managing director, board
chairman, major shareholder and family member. A
family-owned business does not necessarily have to be
run by a family member"

Although his sales team is now making three to
four times more than what they used to five years ago,
he feels the enterprise still needs more work on his
part. A firm is successful when its managing director
is “unemployed", that is, when his subordinates are
empowered enough to make everyday management
decisions without having to check in with him every
step of the way.

Given a choice, would he join the alcohol
business? "No,” he replies with certainty. “This line is
too competitive and costs are constantly on the rise
while the margins are just too thin. It's just too stressful
and difficult. It's better to be a consumer.”
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