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Fi fty yea r s  a fter f lee i n g h i s  h o m e l a n d  

wi th t h e  fa m i ly b u s i n e ss ,  toy m aker Den n i s  

Ti n g  '60 h a s  returned w i th a l o t  o f  s o l d i e r s .  

Th e p l a s t i c  h n d .  

By  Hannah Beech ' 9 5  

If  your country's economy i s  imploding, i f  your currency is m free fal l ,  

if payments on your dollar-denominated loan are months past due,  you 

can be forgiven for wanting a mall moment of diver ion. Which 1 why 

lndone ian central bank economist Try oerjadi ha a M ighty lorph;n 

Power Ranger on his desk. "It' my son's," ays oeqalh ,  bouncmg the 

popular pla t ic action figure on a stack of paper marked 'Urgent.'  " He 

thought maybe 1 could u e it tO bla t all of l ndone ia\ rroblerns away." 

That a plaything could help save the outheast Asian nation's 

economy may be a l i tt le optimistic, but Denni Tmg '60 could o1ve 

anyone a reason tO bel ieve it .  "When I wa a l i tt le boy m hangha1 ," ay 

the Hong Kong bi l l ionaire, " I  was taught that anythmg cou!J happen. 

It ounds l ike a c l iche, but my l ife i proof of that ." 

The king of Hong Kong' booming roy traJe, Tmg heaJ.., two pla t iC"> 

comran1e , Kader Hold ings and Quahdux I nJu tnal ,  whose rroduct-. 

include Power Rangers, abbage Patch K1ds and tar Wars acnon 

figures ( 0 mdhon R2-D2 robot and counnng ) .  They emrloy more 

than 1 5 , reorle In hen:hen, the hme-,e-de..,Ignated re Ial 

Economic Zone that border' Hong Kong. 

Tmg's story, like that of many other-. m Hong Kong, 1.., enough to make 

a Horatio Alger wannabe adort the Asian enclave a.., h1' new horne. Tmg\ 

iamdy tleLI mamlanJ hma almo,t 5 year' ago w e are communbm. 

The\ ,enled m H, ng J(,mg, where an mtlux ot refugee' JX1wered the 

temrory\ tr,ln,Ition fwm ,leery colonial b.lCb' ater w hummmg economic 

center. �'rite the lean \ ear, after \\',)rid \\' ar I I .  Tmg\ t.uher made enough 

m,me\ with h1' Cl)mp.m\ tl) 'end l)ne )n w Germ,1m t,Jr a )\·eted allege 

,Jegree and ,m,lther tll the L:.S. "\\'hat mattered w m\' father ml t," ,ay, 

Tmg, '\' .t- tll budd ,1 future i 1r h1' hddren thr, ugh eJucatiLJn." 

• 1 )[ rh.u ,1 1 Iber.1l ,m, Cllllege m fr, -n . lame CLJuld ha' e been what 
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Unlike the simple molds 

produced by h i s  father, Tin g  's  

creations are increasingly 

complex and demonstrate h i s  

l ove for physics-in which h e  

majored at Colby. Ting i s  

proudest o f  the Levitron, a 

revolving top that floats in 

mid-air, courtesy of two 

well-placed magnets that spur 

on the toy's spiral path .  

1 2  

Ting's father imagined. N either father nor son had heard of 

Colby until a few months before Ting applied to enter the Class 

of 1 960. But the lure of an American college education was 

irresistible, and Ting soon found h imself on a plane to the 

States. On the West Coast, where Ting stopped briefly to visit 

family friends, he had his first taste of American l ife. " In Hong 

Kong, we were always told that America had plenty of every­

thing," recalled Ting. "I found out that i t  had too much of 

everything." In  contrast to a Hong Kong still hungry from 

World War I I ,  America was a land of leftovers sitting cold on 
a plate and jumbo-size soft drinks that rarely were finished. "I  

never saw so much excess in my life," Ting said. 

When Ting arrived in Waterville, no welcoming commit­

tee greeted him. No buses picked up students at the now­

defunct train station. In  fact,  Ting had to hitchhike up to 

Mayflower Hill. A dean of international students was a foreign 

concept, so to speak, and few people knew to dispense friendly 

tips on such things as how to set up a bank account in town. 
Ting spoke good English, but the rapid-fire Northeastern ac­

cents caught him off guard. "People would say something," Ting 
recalls, "and I wouldn't know whether I should nod or shake my 

head." Worst of all, there was only one Chinese restaurant in 
town, he says, and "it wasn't very good." 

Sti l l ,  Ting's trans-Pacific ordeal could not compare with the 
anxiety hi  father mu t have felt  on the morning of December 

9, 1 949, when he transplanted his seven children to begin a new 

life in British-ruled Hong Kong. A plastics manufacturer in 

hanghai, Ting's father left China when he realized Mao 

Zedong's reforms would stifle entrepreneurs. "In a place l ike 
that," said Ting, "how could he keep his business spirit al ive ?" 
That same exuberance for business drove the multitudes of 
mainlanders who flooded Hong Kong during the communist 
takeover of China in 1 949 and later during the grim days 
leading up to the Cultural Revolution in the 1 960s. Between 
1 945 and 1 9 5 1 ,  the enclave's population quadrupled, to 2 .4  
million people. Hong Kong grew up-mainly in the form of  
j utt ing skyscraper , piling lives on top of  each other in ever­
taller building . The mechanized crane was adopted as the 
territory's unofficial bird, and it worked through the night to 
accommodate the refugee who poured in from the north. Hong 
Kong was no longer "a barren island," as a British foreign 
ecrecary once called it, but a bustling city filled with savvy 
mall bu me men like Ting' father. 

From a humble tart manufacturing waterproof flashlights, 
Tmg's father eventually built a vast pla tic emerpri e in Hong 
Kong. The company' succe wa based largely on a conver-



i land of capt tal i m on the natton' 

outhern flank. 

For Tmg, the openmg of outhern 

hma wa a dream come true. Unfet­

tered by tdeologtcal concerns that 

might have con trained ht  father, 

Ttng pent the 1 9  0 unapologetically 

etting up hop tn hemhen. An eene 

border town, henzhen 1 c lored by 

cheap neon and the dark make that 

belche from factory cht mney . For 

the hopeful-whether they are a -

embly-l ine workers, prmtitute or 

gence of two events. F irst, the U n i ted 

States, playing Cold War hardbal l ,  

slapped a trade embargo on China, 

ending Hong Kong' tradi t ional role 

as condui t  to the north. I nstead of 

passing a dollar to China and c ! leer­

ing a penny for its service , Hong Kong 

realized that the buck uddenly stopped 

in its own Victoria Harbor. econd, 

eager refugees needed job to j umpstart 

their new l ives in Hong Kong. For 

Ting and other tran planted industri­

al ists, the chance to nurture Hong 

Kong' indigenous manufacturing sec­

tor proved irresistible. A surplus of 

busy fingers quickly molded the strips 

of plast ic that formed the foundation 

Ting 's company i s  part of a $ 5- b i l l ion 
toy industry in  Ch ina .  

mistres es of Hong Kong busines men 

-the c ity i a way tat ton to better 

l ives in Hong Kong. But for too many, 

it end up being home. Promi e of 

of the Ting family business. Products stamped "Made in Hong 

Kong" flooded fore ign markets. Flush with cash, the Ting and 

other entrepreneurs watched their economy blossom. 

But Hong Kong, thank to its own success, soon faced rising 

labor costs that threatened i t  manufacturing sector. People 

wanted service-sector jobs that taxed their  brains and not their 

bodies. As education levels rose, the mainland exi les were 

increasingly employed as bank tel lers, not factory worker , and 

Ting's father had to look elsewh re for manual labor. China was 

closed for business. Be ides, Ting's father was morally opposed 

to inve r ing in a communist soc iety. But Taiwan, dubbed the 

renegade province by Beij ing ince the island pl i t  from the 

mainland at the end of the Chinese Civi l  War, was bur r ing 

with cheap labor. I n  the mid- 1 960s, Ting's father et up hi fir t 

factory on the i land, tak ing advantage of Taiwan' cut-rate 

export zones. By the t ime Ting's father di d in 1 976, Taiwanese 

factories were the backbone of the Ting fam ily bu in s. 

Ting soon learned, however, that Taiwan was experienc­

ing the same grow ing pains that Hong Kong had undergone 

earlier. With investment pouring in-not lea t from the U . .  , 

which wa determin d that t iny Taiwan would su ceed where 

communist h ina would not-the Tatwane e government 

real i:ed that the island could thrive wt thout offen ng cheap 

labor to its richer neighbors, HLmg Kong and j apan. Tatwan\ 

rising labor cosc omC ided wtth a r markaHe set of economtc 

reforms in  0 ng Xiaoping's hma. educed bv the po-.-, tbt l t t\  

of attrac t ing sorely needed fL)re tgn exchange and mve-,tment 

that could finance the country's de,·ek)rmg mfrast ructure,  

Beij ing's economic :ars :et abL)Ut creat ing carefu l lY guarded 

annual wages far higher than the 4 3 0  that i the average tn the 

re t of China have attracted a flock of newcomer eager for a 

joint-venturestake or a job in a start-up factory. nly hen:hen' 

veneer is communi t ;  the core i pure Adam mith. 

Cheap labor was only one rea on that Ting decided to mve t 

in China. As the toymaker estimated the potential revenue from 

1 .2 bi l l ion cu tamer , he realized that hi inve tment tn Tal\van 

could constrain his expansion opportunit ie on the mamland. 

"Travel proceeding to hina could have become more dtfficult 

if we rayed in Taiwan," Ting said. o whi le Martm Lee, leader 

of Hong Kong's democracy movement, was pleadmg ht cau e tn 

front of the U. . ongre a few month before the handover, 

Ting was busy inspecting hi factone in henzhen. 

In the pa t few years, orne half mtl lton manufactunng JOb 

have hifted to hina from H ng Kong. " hma 1 where our 

future i ," aid Ting. "We are, after all, hme e ."  

Hong Kong ha alway been Integrally t ied to hma,  and 

inve tors l ike Ting hope to make tt  even more -.o. Fifty- tx 

percent f al l  foretgn mve tment pumped tnto the mamland 

now goe::. thr ugh Hong Kong, makmg the terntorv hma\ 

large t tradmg partner. Hong Kong\ lmk '' t th htna have 

::.trengthened, s )mew hat at the expense of the ternrorv\ trad i­

t ional ly good t tes wtth the West .  But htef Executive Tung 
hee-hwa, Hong Kong\ unelected leaJer, dtsagree' wtth \Ve,tem­

er, who clatm there has heen an eru,ton tn human nght ..,tnce 
the handLwer. He ts  fond of noting that Bmatn granted Hong 
Kong democratic tnstitution' onlv tn the wanmg da,, of t t> rule, 
hurneJ\y pit)\\ tng human-nght, legt,lat ion through a legt-,la­
t t \'e C<.1Un t l  that held tt' ftrsr fulh free elections le than a 
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year before the Chinese were et to 

take over on J uly 1 , 1 997.  In Beij ing's 

eyes, Governor Chris Patten, also 

unelected by Hong Kong c itizens, un­

leashed democratic force , then packed 
up and sailed away, leaving China to 

deal with the chaotic aftermath. Ting 

i one of many who remain skeptical of 

Britain's sudden crusade for democ-

that the owner's company rake in 

tens of mil l ions in profits each year. 

Unlike the edifices in Central, the 

terri tory's business district that house 

the massive British financial firm 

whose opulence was funded by the 

opium trade, these Chinese bu ild ings 

are uti l itarian. 

racy in Hong Kong. "Great Britain 

never believed Hong Kong could rule 

itself. Then when they were leaving, 

they tried to make the place look demo­

cratic. It was a farce," he said. 
Despite Ting'sdisillusionment wirh 

Hong Kong's former ruler, he believes 

democracy will have to thrive in the 

Steel molds for toys are produced i n  
the factory's machine  shop.  

Not that ostentatiousness doesn't 

lure Hong Kong residents. Per capita, 

Hong Kong roads purr with the most 

Rolls-Royces in the world. In Ting's 

mode t office, which is uncluttered by 

Mont Blanc stationery sets or leather 

armchairs, two framed wall hangings 

command attention. One is a poster­

sized photograph of Hong Kong busi-
territory for it to remain a regional center of business. "China 
has to realize that Hong Kong's future depends on the transpar­
ency of its in titutions," ays Ting. "If  corruption creeps into the 

government, investor will leave. But China is not stupid 
enough to let that happen." 

Whether Hong Kong can nurture its democratic roots in the 
49 years it has to emi-govern irselfbefore China fully takes over 

remain unclear. But one thing undeniably has changed since 
the handover, and that is the sudden prevalence of mainland 
culture. The changing cultural dynamic is evident even in 
Ting's office. ecretaries clatter in their native Cantonese, 
then pick up the phone and quickly witch to Mandarin, the 

Chine e dialect poken in the mainland. English is rarely used 
in the office. (Ting's fluent Engli h undoubtedly helped win 
him some contract with big-name client like Mattei and 
Bandai, and hi Mandarin proficiency wa helpful in e tablish­

mg h1 companie in henzhen. )  
Although proud of h i  educational certificate -including a 

recent honorary degree from Worce ter P lytechni In titute, 

wh1ch rwo of h1 children attended-Ting i largely uncon­

cerned w1th other m re matenal trappmg of succe . H 1 office 

butldmg m Aberdeen, a ch1zophren1c neighborhood flanked 

on one 1de by nckety houseboat and on the other by tenlc 

factory butldmg , 1 unprepm e mg. o 1gn of grandeur hmt 

nessmen who convened in mainland China to press the flesh 

with Chinese officials. The other is a framed certificate from the 
Guinness Book of Records, commemorating the longest Rolls­

Royce procession in the world. Along with some ZOO others, Ting 

took a Sunday afternoon off to line up his gold steed in a chrome 
paean to mammon. The symbolism in not lost on Ting, whose 

company started our selling tiny toy cars. "The matchbox cars 

co t about a nickel," he said. "The Rolls? A little bit more." 
Other gadget captivate Ting's fancy. Unlike the simple 

molds produced by his father, Ting's creations are increasingly 
complex and demonstrate his love for physics-in which he 
majored at Colby. The 40-plus million Mighty Morphin Power 
Rangers that have oldiered out of Ting's factory may bankroll a 
glitzy Rolls, but Ting is proudest of the Levitron, a revolving top 
that floats in mid-air, courtesy of two well-placed magnets that 
spur on the toy's spiral path. "It's hard to keep all the action figure 
separate,"  said Ting, "but this top is unique. It pins on and on." 
He pau ed and added, with a chuckle, "hopefully like Hong Kong 
will, so it can prove all its doubters wrong." 

With levitating tops for Hong Kong and Power Rangers for 
lndone ia, Ting hopes his va t toy che t will help divert Asia from 
it mounting troubles. And if all el e fai ls, theailing regioncan take 
1t cue from another Ting toy: a grinningplasticdoll that, no matter 
how many time you pu h it down, always bob back up. + 

Hannah Beech 95 11 a reporter for Tunc maga�me based m Hong Kong. 
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