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1) Who are the target readers of your book ‘Behind the 
Berkshire Hathaway Curtain’?

My primary target readers are fresh graduates and other 
people in their 20s and 30s, like me. We are now standing at 
crossroads, contemplating what we really want in life and 
whether it is time to chase our dreams or to continue in our 
current directions. With the variety of advice on offer in the 
book, a broad range of younger people should benefit. 
Because the book offered so much advice, it turned out that 
even older readers in their 40s and 50s found the lessons in 
it very meaningful.

The book will also allow Berkshire followers to learn more 
about the profiles of some of the leaders who quietly contrib-
ute to the company’s overall success.

2) If you had to give an overall theme for your book, 
what would it be and why?

The book is about career and success stories, what life is, 
could be and should be. Many of us live in a different 
generation from the Berkshire leaders, and by getting a 
sense of what they think life should be, we can use it as an 
example to follow them. The book’s theme is not just about 
business management and career, but also about life.

3) In ‘Behind the Berkshire Hathaway Curtain’, you said 
that you wrote the book to share business and life 
advice by successful people based on the early stages 
of their careers. So far, have any readers given you 
feedback that they have been inspired by the lessons 
learnt from your book? 

More older and experienced people are giving me feedback 
than the younger generation. Readers enjoy the little details 
shared by Berkshire leaders, such as the advice by Randy 
Watson of Justin Brands whom I interviewed. Randy said 
that we have two eyes, two ears and one mouth, so we 
should always observe and listen, and talk only 20 per cent 
of the time. So to be a successful manager, you should only 
speak a fifth of the time, and listen actively.

Many successful people built their businesses their own way 
and now that they are getting older, they realise it’s not 
about them, but about the company, the greater good and 
teamwork. So some of the feedback I got from such readers 
was that they have embraced values that they should have 
embraced earlier. Many young executives have also read 
the book and they got a sense of how they should interact 
and manage their companies in the future. 

David Sokol of MidAmerican Energy, whom I also inter-
viewed, said that if you say you have 20 years of experi-
ence, it could mean one year of experience 20 times. If you 
have been constantly doing the same thing for the past 20 
years, it doesn’t really matter how many years of experience 
you have. So the most important thing in your career is to 
find something new and set a new target every year, so that 
you will have a new experience every year to be a success-
ful leader.

All the Berkshire interviewees read my book and gave good 
feedback because I was not digging into any bad habits, but 
promoting their positive values with good intentions. Some 
of the Berkshire executives also got a better sense of other 
Berkshire executives from the book because the company is 
so big and they may not necessarily communicate with one 
another every year.

4) Why did you decide to focus on Berkshire Hathaway 
leaders in your book instead of high profile individuals 
from various leading organisations worldwide? 

While the Berkshire leaders operate under the same 
umbrella and embrace the same values, they apply these 
values in different fields. For example, one interviewee is in 
candy making, another in cowboy boots, while another is in 
the newspaper publishing business. So we see people from 
different walks of life in different careers, but sharing the 
same virtues.

In contrast for example, GE and IBM may have different 
divisions, yet, these divisions are in the same business. 

Also, Berkshire Hathaway managers range in age from their 
40s to 80s, and corporate America has evolved over the 
past 50 or 60 years by listening to these people. So you can 
see executives in their 50s sharing the same values as 
those in their 80s, and this makes Berkshire Hathaway a 
good case study.

5) What business and life principles did you pick up 
yourself from writing this book?

I learnt several life principles from these executives. For 
example, Randy Watson said: “No one cares what you know 
until they know that you care.” That quote struck me hard, 
and has helped me with my interpersonal skills ever since. 
 
In terms of my career as an investment fund manager, David 
Sokol of MidAmerican Energy, whom the media expect to be 
Warren Buffett’s successor, emphasised the importance of 
discipline. He told me to never bring emotion to any invest-
ment decision because a business is only worth so much. 
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The principle was not new to me, but it is now deeply 
embedded in my thinking. Getting the advice directly from 
one of Buffett’s think tank really made it stick.   

Investing can be a very individual thing; it’s always you 
making the decision and analysis. But after dealing with the 
Berkshire leaders, I learnt how to open up to be more inter-
active with people, because ideas can come from anyone.

Barry Tatelman, who used to work at Jordan’s Furniture, and 
whom I interviewed, taught me to be creative. If you try to do 
things the same way as others do, chances are you would 
perform the same. So I have to think about how to be differ-
ent in terms of the way I manage my business. 

6) What is Chartwell’s value proposition to your clients?

Chartwell is an asset management company; we manage 
our clients’ money and invest on their behalf. We do 
bottom-up analysis by first looking at the company, then the 
industry, followed by the economy to see if the company is a 
good investment. Our strategy is to look out for undervalued 
companies for long-term value investing. 

Our niche is doing managed accounts, which are like private 
accounts managed on behalf of the clients. We help our 
Asian clients diversify into the US. We also help our US and 
European clients diversify their portfolios into Asia. Looking 
at the currency volatility over the past few years, more 
American clients are starting to diversify their portfolios into 
different markets because they finally realise how currency 
can affect their investment returns. While I think the Euro-
pean crisis will worsen, we also advise our clients to look 
into some European companies with diversified earnings 
from around the world for value investment opportunities.

Now, I think it’s all about globalisation and being smart with 
your money. In this internet age, it is easy to analyse stocks 
worldwide, and markets are more transparent now com-
pared with 30 years ago. 

We also look into markets worldwide one at a time; it may 
not be the fastest way to spot a value investment, but it is a 
sure way to understand the business. Many investment 
funds these days chase returns, but when they fall down, 
they fall down big because they take excessive risks. And 
clients do not want that.

7) To identify a company as an investment candidate, 
one of the issues you consider is the management’s 
trustworthiness. How do you assess  that?

Every year, many annual reports say something different, 
whether it’s a new promotion or slogan. When top execu-
tives are not consistent with what they say, then you know 
that they do not really understand what they are doing.

8) How do you convince investors who focus mainly on 
short-term gain to consider investment opportunities 
that may not seem as attractive initially but have the 
potential for long-term, sustainable returns?

Some people see a stock as a tool to trade in and out to 
make money, while others see it as an ownership in a com-
pany. Would you open a company and trade in and out of the 
company if it was not publicly listed? Perhaps not. There is 
no right or wrong in speculation; it’s just how you apply it and 
make a living. Can I convince a short-term focused investor 
to be long-term driven? Maybe, maybe not. That’s because 
everyone has his or her own incentive or agenda. All I can 
say is that a stock is a certificate of owning a business. You 
can be a proud owner of a business if you bought it at the 
right price. That to me, is value. As I grew older, I realised 
that speculators are still needed to provide liquidity in the 
market. When you have all the money in the bank, you can 
think of long-term investments. But when you lack money 
and need to survive, then how can you talk long term? So it’s 
really up to the person. But you can still apply the same 
value investment concept for the short term. Maybe you 
have found a stock that is so cheap and undervalued that 
you can trade in and out of it. If you make money, it means 
you might be right. If you lose money, it does not necessarily 
mean you were wrong. It’s only after you retire and look into 
your portfolio when you can decide whether you were right 
or wrong.
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