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ith his piercing
eyes and erudite
bearing, an elderly

man in traditional Chinese
suit wields a calligraphy
brush and writes a big
Chinese character: sauce.
He says: “If one has not
tasted hardship, one will
never possess fortunes of
the world. I'm the founder
of Tai Hua Soy Sauce and
I'm over 90 years old. Every

drop of soy sauce is a taste of yesterday and today. Tai
Hua Soy Sauce is the choice for all generations.”

Sounds familiar? The simple scenes and powerful
monologue in this old TV commercial left a deep
impression on many Singaporeans. Dubbed the “King
of Soy Sauce’, the silver-haired leading man is the
founder of Tai Hua Soy Sauce, Mr Pek Cheng Chuan.

Hailing from  Anxi,
Fujian, Mr Pek travelled to
Singapore to work when
he was 25 years old. In 1942
when Japanese soldiers
invaded Singapore, he
headed home to China to help out as a transport
worker to support the war against the Japanese. In 1946,
he returned to Singapore and started life anew with
nothing in his pockets.

After working for a few years, he saved some money
and acquired a sauce-making facility at Pearl’s Hill in
1947 and began to produce soy sauce. But he was an
amateur. When his sauce supervisor delivered a batch of
sauces to him, he was not able to label them as he could
not even tell the difference between light soy sauce
and the dark version. Despite the challenges, however,
he never gave up. He went on an arduous search for a
secret formula and finally tasted success with his first
batch of the dark liquid. After years of trial and error, the
Singapore-made Tai Hua Soy Sauce rose to become a
staple in every household.
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Fast forward to many years later, Mr Pek began to train
his successor — his 24-year-old grandson Thomas Pek. On
his first day of work after completing national service,
the younger Mr Pek was assigned by his grandfather to
sweep the floor. But no matter how hard he swept, the
floor was still covered in fine dust. At this moment, his
grandfather walked over and advised him to start from a
corner, gather all the dirt into one pile before sweeping
it into the dustpan and into the waste bin. This may
seem like a simple task, but Mr Pek understood that his
grandfather’s intention was to put him through the mill
and start him from the lowest level.

Since then, the young man put in double the efforts
to learn everything about sauce-making, as he knew
that without hands-on experience, everything was
just empty talk. Soon, he was carrying heavy sacks of
ingredients, as well as picking, soaking and steaming the
beans. He was also involved in mixing the ingredients,

culturing starters and making sauces, and even flew to
Taiwan to master the techniques. Even as his production
line became mechanised, he was still earnestly, humbly
and voraciously absorbing new knowledge.

Today, as the managing director of Tai Hua, Mr
Thomas Pek is a master of manual brewing techniques.
He remembers the teachings of his grandfather: A skill is
for life, and it does not matter when it is acquired.

Says the younger Mr Pek:“l would also say that sauce-
making income is hard-earned money because it takes
a long time to produce soy sauce. Previously, we would
soak and steam the soy beans, let them cool, and then
add wheat flour and starters to ferment. After 67 hours,
we would put the beans in jars filled with saltwater and
leave them under the sun for three months. It was a lot of
work. When we enter the era of automation, productivity
went up two times as machines replaced the human
hands. Although the sauce plant has many advanced
equipment today, the key to making tasty soy sauce still
hinges on the human taste test.”

“Before mechanisation, soy beans with a bit of
impurities could still be used. In 1987, after we moved
to the new plant and introduced machinery, every bean
must be very clean. They must not be mixed with flawed
beans and must be of the same size. Later on, we switched
to premium soy beans from Canada that had higher
protein levels and came in a standard size. The content
of protein will directly affect the flavour of the soy sauce.
The fermentation temperature will also affect the purity
of the sauce. We also insist on using wheat flour milled
by Singapore’s Prima and premium salt from Australia.
Everyone is looking at lowering production costs, but Tai
Hua is bucking the trend to maintain the quality of its
products, and so its costs are higher than what the other
breweries incur for their chemically produced sauces.”

Mr Pek explains that light soy sauce and dark soy
sauce are largely similar. When the strained liquid
is heated, it becomes light soy sauce. When sugar is
caramelised at 120°C and mixed into light soy sauce, the
sauce will become dark soy sauce. Many people do not
understand this and wrongly perceive the thicker and
darker soy sauce to be the best; however, the reverse is
true because sometimes chemical colouring is used. Tai
Hua has always believed that the sauce colour should
be adequately tinged and emphasises instead on the
protein content, aroma and nutritional values.

You will find no suspended solids and sediments in Tai
Hua’s robust, clear and incomparable soy sauces. Since
1994, Tai Hua has consistently received the Agri-Food
and Veterinary Authority (AVA) of Singapore’s Class “A”
Factory Licence, a stamp of approval for the company'’s
unrivalled product quality. Tai Hua was also the first soy
sauce maker in Asia to be accredited the 1ISO22000 SGS
Certification. In a survey by Reader’s Digest, Tai Hua was
named Reader’s Digest Trusted Brand & Super Brand,
and was twice named the AVA Singapore Food Safety
Partner. The company was ranked number 425 out of 500
top brands in Asia by Media Portfolio, outstripping many
sauce makers in Japan.

Mr Pek points out that there are three things
that a company fears the most - old brand name,
complacency and mature market. Some incumbents are
too complacent to care about adaptation. They believe
that due to their wealth of experience and high market
share, they can rest on their laurels and stop thinking
about how to improve. Their most lethal weakness lies
in their mentality to stick to their old ways and devoid
themselves of creativity.

“You must have an idea how far you want to go. You
must not be easily swayed and must have confidence in
your products. If you doubt your own products, how are
you going to influence your customers?” says Mr Pek.

Nowadays, Tai Hua's soy sauces are not only in high
demand locally, they are also exported to more than 40
countries in Southeast Asia, the United States, China,
Latin America, Australia, Europe and even the Muslim-
majority Middle East countries. Tai Hua has an edge

over others in the Muslim market because its sauces do
not contain alcohol. Besides light and dark soy sauces,
Tai Hua has also begun to develop high value-added
products, such as reduced salt light soy sauce, seafood
soy sauce, chicken marinade and oyster sauce. It will
continue to introduce more high value-added products
in the future.

As the new president of the Singapore Food
Manufacturers’ Association, Mr Pek has a dream: He
hopes that Singapore food manufacturers would never
produce inferior products; they should export the safest
and most reliable products to the overseas markets,
leveraging their advantages to compete with others in
the international arena.

Thomas Pek, managing director of Tai Hua

As consumers become increasingly sensitive to
product quality and food safety, Tai Hua's market
presence is expanding. Tai Hua has a very good slogan:
Quality is our life; to prolong life, the company must
depend on its brand/logo. Mr Pek stresses that Tai Hua's
business philosophy is to guard every stage of production
zealously to maintain the best quality in its products and
win perennial market recognition. This half-century-old
brand is now the bellwether of the industry synonymous
with success.

Some say that starting a business is tough and
succeeding it is tougher, but this is just an excuse for
business successors. As the third-generation boss of Tai
Hua, Mr Pek channelled all his passion into his family
business and he does not believe in staying stagnant.
With his insight into industry trends and consumer
demands, he advocates market-oriented innovations
in technology, service and product. Mr Pek deeply
believes that if you adopt an entrepreneurial spirit in
succeeding a business, you will be able to carry forward
this meaningful mission and may even create another
whole new world for the family business.
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