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Y a n g M e i y u , a m i d d l e - a g e d 
w o r k i n g w o m a n i n C h i n a ' s 
s o u t h e a s t F u j i a n P r o v i n c e , 
h a d been l i v ing frugally on her 
sma l l salary. 

L i k e m a n y o r d i n a r y 
Chinese , she never ant ic ipated 
t h a t C h i n a ' s e c o n o m i c r e 
s t ruc tu r ing cou ld affect her so 
abrupt ly as it d i d i n the late 
1970s when the country began 
following a pol icy of reform and 
opened i ts doors to free trade. 

Upon graduat ing from h igh 
school i n the late 1960s, she 
w o r k e d at v a r i o u s odd j o b s 
before b e i n g r e c r u i t e d as a 
cook to the C h e m i c a l Industry 
B u r e a u ' s f a c t o r y c a n t e e n . 
E i g h t y e a r s l a t e r , she w a s 
transferred to the company 's 
guesthouse, and w i th in seven 
years she worked her way u p 
from cook to manager. 

Fo r M e i y u , m a r r i e d w i t h 
two c h i l d r e n , e v e r y t h i n g 
seemed to be going wel l . Then 
the guesthouse closed and the 
staff was d i smissed due to an 
e c o n o m i c r e s h a p i n g i n late 
1989. A t 4 2 , M e i y u f ound 
h e r s e l f u n e m p l o y e d a n d 
seemingly unwanted . 

"I tr ied to seek a job at the 
o l d fac tory whe r e I w o r k e d 
eight years, but I was turned 
d o w n , " s h e r e c a l l s . " T h e 
factory was over staffed." 

W i thout the securi ty of a 
job, Me i yu says it was as if a 
w a l l she h a d a l w a y s r e l i e d 
u p o n co l lapsed. Her income 
had been the sole support of 
her family of five, i n c lud ing a n 

e lder ly mother , u n e m p l o y e d 
h u s b a n d a n d two k i d s i n 
schoo l . 

"I felt I was betrayed by life 
and had become an outcast , " 
she says. "1 had devoted a l l 
my youth to work, then I sud 
denly found mysel f r edundant 
and a loser. I was totally u n 
p r e p a r e d for t h e b i t t e r 
e x p e r i e n c e . In d e s p a i r , I 
t h o u g h t of c o m m i t t i n g s u i -
c ide. " 

B u t o u t of love for h e r 
f a m i l y a n d a s e n s e o f 
obl igat ion to them, she pul led 

hersel f out of th is depression. 
Now at 49 , Me iyu is the owner 
of a fast food cha in—the Youl i 
Fastfood L td . Co .—wi th fixed 
assets of US$360 ,000 .00 , five 
stores and a staff of 72. 

M e i y u says the t u r n i n g 
point i n her life came when she 
was la id off and she went to 
t h e l o c a l t r a d e u n i o n to 
c o m p l a i n a b o u t h e r 
u n e m p l o y m e n t d u e to the 
reforms. 

"People there t r i ed the i r 
b e s t to s o o t h e me , a n d 
suggested that I start some 
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smal l bus iness by myself," she 
says. "They k ind ly expla ined 
the po l ic ies a n d r egu la t i ons 
c o n c e r n i n g the s e t u p a n d 
o p e r a t i o n o f a p r i v a t e 
business , and encouraged me 
to have a try." 

Meiyu was insp i red . She 
realised that her experience as 
a cook and manager cou ld help 
h e r r u n a s m a l l b u s i n e s s 
s e l l i n g s n a c k s s u c h a s 
dumpl ings and bu ns . Borrow
ing U S $ 9 6 0 from fr iends, she 
set u p a 16-square-meter shop 
m a k i n g a n d se l l ing fastfood. 
The shop was n a m e d Y o u l i , 
m e a n i n g " b e n e f i t s f r o m 
fr iends." 

"It w a s r e a l l y a h a r d 
b e g i n n i n g , " r e m i n i s c e n s e s 
Meiyu. "Every morn ing I got 
u p at three o'clock to knead 
dough, m ix fillings and steam 
b u n s . " 

W h e n b u s i n e s s s l o w e d 
down, Me iyu wou ld hawk her 
baked goodies on the street. 
"That was qui te t r y ing , " she 
s a y s , " e s p e c i a l l y w h e n I 
b u m p e d in to a c q u a i n t a n c e s 
who laughed at me as if I were 
begging." 

Despite the s m a l l size of 
her bus iness , Me i yu s tuck to 
her own creed of be ing honest 
and never sel l ing stale food. If 
there was a su rp lus , she took 
it home to her family. 

Her de l ic ious home-made 
s n a c k s a n d e n t h u s i a s t i c 
service became wel l known in 
the n e i g h b o u r h o o d , a n d 
gradual ly her bus iness grew. 

In 1993, she expanded her 
snackbar into a fastfood store, 
serving rice a n d other d ishes. 
Then i n M a r c h of 1995, she 
establ ished her c h a i n of stores 
beg inning w i th three. B u t she 
soon saw the demand for more 
and added another two. 

One of her stores is located 
at the H u l i New Zone, a n area 

where new factories and jo int 
ventures are being bui l t dai ly. 
M e i y u s a w the p o t e n t i a l 
m a r k e t for her q u i c k l u n c h 
foods, and as soon as she had 
the e c o no m i c s t r e n g t h , she 
invested US$60 ,000 to set up 
the s t o r e . T h e H u l i s t o r e 
p r o v e d a good i n v e s t m e n t , 
r ak ing in nearly U S $ 8 4 0 daily. 

M e i y u r u n s her fastfood 
c h a i n her own way. In the 
morn ing , she sells snacks ; at 
l u n c h , she provides fastfood. 
M e i y u a n d h e r e m p l o y e e s 
don't have an idle moment i n 
the i r day. In the a f ternoon 
they produce frozen snacks for 
the X i a m e n m a r k e t . Every 
year, her company tu rns out 
about 20 ,000 bags of qu ick-
f r o z e n d u m p l i n g s a s i t s 
sidel ine product ion . 

As the bus iness expanded, 
h e r h u s b a n d a n d co l l e ge -
educated son and son- in- law 
j o i n e d her i n m a n a g i n g the 
c h a i n stores. B u t there are 
st i l l th ings that Me iyu ins is ts 
on do ing herself. 

E v e r y m o r n i n g , she 
personal ly goes to the market 
to do the shopping. Usual ly , 
she needs 500 kg of rice, 200 
k g of m e a t a n d 5 0 0 k g of 
vegetables for the dai ly supply 
of the cha in stores. 

"To guarantee the quality 
of our food, I make sure that 
we u s e f r e s h m e a t a n d 
v e g e t a b l e s , so I b u y t h e m 
e v e r y d a y , " she s a y s . S h e 
p u r c h a s e s d i r e c t l y f r o m 
f a rme r s , p a y i n g 15 percent 
less than the market rate. By 
doing so, she manages to keep 
prices stable i n her stores. 

F r o m M e i y u ' s s h o p s , a 
d iner can have a nice l unch of 
two hot d ishes, a bowl of soup 
and a bowl of rice for around 
U S $ 1 . 2 0 . 

"The pr i ce here is qu i te 
reasonable," says X iao Zhang, 

a 2 0 - y e a r o l d w o r k e r at a 
factory near Meiyu 's store i n 
Hu l i . "There are some cheaper 
stores a round but their qual i ty 
is no match for Aunt ie Yang 's . 
L u n c h i n g here is a k i n d of 
enjoyment." 

A n o t h e r p r i n c i p l e M e i y u 
h a s set for h e r s t o r e s i s 
sanitat ion. "San i ta t ion of the 
food and environment is what 
1 care for most," she says. A l l 
her employees receive med ica l 
check-ups before be ing h i red 
and 15 days t r a i n i n g before 
start ing work. E a c h store is 
e q u i p p e d w i t h a s t e r i l i z i n g 
m a c h i n e to e n s u r e c l e a n 
utens i l s . 

Somet imes Me i yu inves ts 
i n wha t seems to be a l os t 
cause, such as the contract for 
the operation of the Songba i 
High School canteen i n 1995. 

I m p r e s s e d by M e i y u ' s 
r e p u t a t i o n , the s c h o o l ' s 
headmas te r a p p r o a c h e d he r 
wi th a request of he lp ing h i m 
open a canteen in h i s schoo l . 
"Ours is among the top schools 
in X iamen , and 1 wanted ou r 
canteen to be first rate as wel l , " 
he told Me iyu . 

Meiyu didn't let h i m down . 
Her fastfood made the canteen 
the most popular a m o n g h i gh 
s c h o o l s i n the c i t y . B u t 
because she had cut her pr ices 
by one th i rd to help them out , 
she b e g a n to l o s e n e a r l y 
US$480 each month . 

B u t M e i y u h a s h e r o w n 
way of count ing . " W h a t I've 
s c o r e d f r o m t h e S o n g b a i 
canteen is more t h a n money. 
Its prestige can b r ing me more 
c h a n c e s i n b u s i n e s s , " s h e 
says. 

Meiyu knows the va lue of 
money, but doesn't t h i n k that 
money is everything, it 's more 
a ma t t e r of h a r d w o r k a n d 
being able to ea rn y o u r o w n 
way i n this wor ld . 
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