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For a rags-to-riches story in this city of finance, the life
of Mr Cheah Cheng-Hye is truly uplifting. Born poor,
losing his father to illness at the age of nine, he had nothing
beyond a secondary education. Somehow, he pulled
himself up by his own bootstraps, becoming a self-taught
man through his hunger for reading and thinking.
Somehow, he found himself a foothold, managing to snag
a job as a financial journalist, first at the now-defunct but
highly-regarded Far Eastern Economic Review, and later at
the venerable Asian Wall Street Journal.

From there, Mr Cheah talked his way into becoming
head of research and proprietary trader with Morgan
Grenfell in Hong Kong. In 1993, he co-founded Value
Partners together with his partner, after corralling US$5
million from people who believed in him.

Today he heads the Value Partners Group as its
Chairman and Co-Chief Investment Officer. The fund
company, ballooning to an AUM of around US$9 billion,
is now ranked no. 1 in Hong Kong and South-east Asia.
Globally, it stands at number 444, aiming in time for a
top-five spot. With two million clients in a city of only
seven million, scoring an average 16.6% annual return for
the last 20 years, and ranked among the Barron’s Best 100
Hedge Funds in its latest global report, no one is willing to
bet against the man who is affectionately called the
“Warren Buffet of the East”. He rode his own 3-R formula
to success, choosing the right business run by the right
people for the right price. Figuring that, over a lifetime, he
is blessed with 15 major investment chances, Mr Cheah
favors investing for the long haul and dislikes
high-frequency trading or overtrade. One third of the
good stock picks in his stable has been held since the
1990’s. But he is forgiving of wrong calls by his employees,
protected as they are by a no-blame culture within his
company while adhering to a clients’ interests-first policy.
Mistakes never kill us. Failure to learn from mistakes do,
he loves to say.

As a humble David competing against the Goliaths of
international investment houses, Mr Cheah thrives by his
natural instincts. Meeting him for the first time, you feel
you are in the presence of a first-rate mind. To him the
stock market is a complex creature in which psychology,
politics and history and even religion all play a part. To
tame this beast, he sharpens his strategic skills by studying
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military battles and history-makers. He believes that an
MBA alone does not equip one sufficiently for a career in
value investing.

In October 2010, Mr Cheah became the first Asian
keynoter at the renowned Graham & Dodd Breakfast
hosted by Columbia Business School’s Heilbrunn Center
for Graham & Dodd Investing. Upon his return, Mr Cheah
felt called upon to offer real-life experience to groom
homegrown investment professionals, as multinational
financial institutions tend to favor their own overseas
recruits. Instead of waiting for the phone to ring, he
cold-called President Tony F Chan to pitch the idea of
Hong Kong’s first academic training and research center
for investing, so that students can learn value investing in
the pit. Thanks to his initiative and generosity, the aptly
named Value Partners Center for Investing at HKUST
became operational in September 2011.

Mr Cheah considers himself “an accidental child of
history” on whom geopolitics and economic opportunity
had their intersection. But there is nothing accidental
about his achievements. He is the incarnation of the
financial investor as a disciplined scholar and battle-tested
warrior who rises from the crucible of circumstances.
To him discipline is not just an occupational attribute,
but a total lifestyle, with 24/7 preparedness, backed by
painstaking statistical and on-site research.

As a self-made man Mr Cheah is full of homespun
wisdom. He believes, for example, in giving people a stake
in society, one of his famous maxims being that “Even bad
guys become good guys when they have too much to lose.”
Social harmony resides in bringing the disenfranchised in
from the cold. A devout Buddhist by faith, he considers all
mortals transients on Earth. Along the way, we should do
good whenever and wherever we can. He may be a
contrarian value investor, but there is nothing contrarian
in his belief that what goes around comes around.
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