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Big John Gokongwei and his family run many 
businesses. They include brands such as Chippy, C2, 
Maxx, Cloud 9, Payless instant noodles, Great Taste 
co�ee, Cebu Pacific, Robinsons department stores 
and malls, and YES! magazine. 
 
But Big John didn’t always have money. Many years 
ago he was little John with no money at all.
 
This is the story of how a young boy learned the 
value of dreaming big, working hard, and never 
giving up.
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QUESTIONS
you should be able 

to answer with 
“YES!” 

before you go 
into business:

Is there a 
market?

1
Can you be better 
than anyone else in 
the Philippines and 
maybe even the rest 

of the world?

2
 Can you get the 

right people 
to work for you?

3
Do you have 

enough money 
to start the 
business?

4
Are you willing to 

face the not-so-good 
things that come 

with it? 
(for example: big eye bags 

from working late nights, bad 
gossip from nasty rivals)

5

One day we decided, why buy when we can make? Why 
not make the things for us to sell? That's when we put up 
a factory that made cornstarch.

Why something boring like cornstarch? Because boring 
cornstarch is used in more exciting products like ice cream, 

medicine, and beer. There were other companies that made 
cornstarch too, but we were not afraid of them. We made good cornstarch and 
we sold it at a cheap price so we got many customers. The name of our 
cornstarch was Panda.

Big companies bought our cornstarch and used it to create products with brand 
names. A brand name is one that many other people recognize and buy because 
they respect it. 

Soon, we decided to create our own product with a 
brand name, a co�ee named Blend 45. Blend 45 became 
a popular brand throughout the Philippines.

Through the years, our family started many other 
brands. You may recognize some of them: Chippy, Chiz 
Curls, Nips, Cloud 9, Maxx candy, C2 green tea, Great 
Taste co�ee, Payless instant noodles, Robinsons 
department stores and malls, YES! magazine, Sun 
Cellular, Cebu Pacific.  

Today our products are sold in 
many parts of Asia, Europe and 
the United States. We’ve 
helped put Filipino products in households around the 
globe. We’ve created jobs for many people. These 
employees have worked hard with us and helped us 
build the company.  A company needs a team of good, 
honest, hardworking people to succeed. 
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Afterword
by Lisa Gokongwei Cheng

Dad died on November 9, 2019. He was 93 years old. 

Dad continues to be larger than life. Big John, the big man behind the 
big conglomerate that spans big countries around the region.

But to us, Big John will always be Dad. Over the years, he taught us many 
lessons about entrepreneurship, business, and leadership. But more than 
that, he taught us to live good lives, to do the right thing even when no 
one is looking, the value of family.

We continue to use these lessons to navigate our lives, both at home
and in our professions, and we will hand down these learnings to
future generations.



About this book

This children’s book was a gift to our father on his 85th birthday.

While we were growing up, our father, John Gokongwei Jr., would tell us stories about his 
di�cult childhood as a tool to teach us the values of hard work, resiliency, family, and vision. 
We were lucky to grow up in a stable and loving home, and when we became adults, fortunate 
to join him and our uncles and aunt as they built the company, JG Summit, into a Philippine 
powerhouse. This book is a way for us and our cousins to share our father’s story with our own 
children, their children, and generations to come who may never get to meet him. We would 
like them to remember the young boy who lost his father at an early age, but who transcended 
that and other obstacles to live a life of great adventure and passion.

In doing so, we hope that they live by the same values he did.

Robina, Lance, Lisa, Faith, Hope, and Marcia

A portion of the proceeds from this book will be donated to the Gokongwei Brothers Foundation 
(GBF), which was established in 1992 to support Philippine education. Its first project was the 
Technical Training Center for skilled graduates in various engineering fields. An endowment to the 
Ateneo de Manila University led to the John Gokongwei School of Management (JGSOM). 
GBF has also donated facilities and scholarships, and supported programs in schools such as 
Immaculate Concepcion Academy, Xavier School, and De La Salle University.

The Author

Yvette Fernandez is the editor in chief of
Town&Country Philippines. She worked with 
Bloomberg News in New York for 16 years as a writer, 
producer, anchor, and editor. Her writing has 
appeared in various publications including New York 
Newsday, The Los Angeles Times, The Orange 
County Register, and The Chicago Tribune.

Her children’s book “Haluhalo Espesyal”, about
Filipino merienda treats, was published by Adarna 
House.

Yvette met Big John and his family over 20 years
ago and thinks of them as her second family.

The Illustrator

Abi Goy is an illustrator and is 1/3 of design company 
Studio Dialogo (studiodialogo.com). 

Her most recent illustration work “Buwan, Buwang 
Bulawan,” is a poetry book for children written by Rio 
Almario and published by Adarna House and “Twelve 
Merry Princesses” retold by Christine Bellen for 
Anvil's Lola Basyang series. She also designed the 
book and illustrated for “100 Questions Filipino Kids 
Ask,” which won the 2006 National Book Award, Best 
Reference Book.

To see more of Abi’s illustrations, visit her
website at abigoy.com.



Dream Big Books is an imprint of Summit Books. It is a collection 
of inspiring stories written for children that we hope will kindle 
within them a desire to aim for the sky, do their best, and meet the 
challenge of helping change the world we live in for the better.
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