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Introduction
The story of Kia is, at its core, a story of transformation—of a company that began
humbly on the outskirts of Seoul, forging steel tubing and bicycle parts, and has since
become a dynamic force in the global automotive landscape. Tracing its origins to June
9, 1944, as Kyungsung Precision Industry, Kia’s evolution reflects the broader
narrative of South Korea’s industrial growth and resilience in the face of shifting
technological and economic tides.

From its earliest days manufacturing the Samchuly, Korea’s first domestic bicycle, Kia
embraced a spirit of innovation and adaptation. As the nation rebuilt in the post-war
years, the company diversified into motorcycles, trucks, and, eventually, the domain
of passenger cars. Each phase in Kia’s development was shaped by the challenges and
opportunities of its era—whether that meant producing vehicles under foreign
licenses, navigating stringent government controls, or responding to the demands of a
rapidly changing marketplace.

Kia’s journey has been punctuated by significant milestones and trials. The 1970s and
1980s saw bold ventures into new markets and segments, only to be tested by
industry-wide consolidations and regulatory shifts. The formation of strategic
partnerships with global giants like Ford and Mazda opened international doors, while
the 1997 Asian financial crisis threatened the company’s very existence. Emerging
from bankruptcy under the stewardship of Hyundai Motor Company, Kia redefined its
mission, redoubled its commitment to quality, and began crafting a unique design
identity that would reinvent its brand for the twenty-first century.

Today, Kia stands recognized not just for its reliability and affordability, but for its bold
aesthetics, innovative technology, and ambitious sustainability goals. With the
unveiling of the “Opposites United” design philosophy and a renewed emphasis on
electrification and carbon neutrality, Kia is no longer content to follow industry
trends—it aims to lead them. Its product lineup—from rugged SUVs and athletic
sedans to award-winning EVs—exemplifies the breadth of its ambition and the values
that drive its engineers, designers, and leaders.

This book, “Kia: Portrait of a Car Brand,” aims to chronicle the full arc of Kia’s journey:
its formative years, turning points, landmark vehicles, and its ongoing metamorphosis
into a company at the forefront of future mobility. Along the way, we will examine not
only the cars themselves, but also the people, philosophies, and global forces that
have shaped Kia into an automotive icon.

As Kia looks ahead to a future defined by sustainability, electrification, and digital
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innovation, its story serves as a testament to persistence, adaptability, and a
relentless drive toward progress. In these pages, we invite you to discover how a
company born in the shadow of war and hardship rose to inspire millions of drivers and
set new standards for what a modern car brand can achieve.
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CHAPTER ONE: Origins: Kyungsung Precision
Industry and Early Years (1944–1952)
The year 1944 was a tumultuous one across the globe, with the Second World War
raging and profound geopolitical shifts underway. Yet, amidst this global upheaval, a
modest enterprise was taking root in Seoul, South Korea. On June 9, 1944, Kyungsung
Precision Industry was founded. This nascent company embarked on a journey that
would, decades later, see it become a household name in the automotive world: Kia.

In its earliest days, Kyungsung Precision Industry was far from an automotive giant. Its
initial focus was on producing essential components for a society in need of rebuilding
and basic transportation. The company started by manufacturing steel tubing and
bicycle parts. This might seem a humble beginning for a future automotive titan, but
in post-war Korea, these were vital industries. The simple bicycle represented a crucial
mode of personal transport and a symbol of growing independence.

The company's first plant opened in Seoul in January 1945, just a month after its
founding. This facility became the bedrock for Kyungsung Precision Industry's early
operations, laying the groundwork for what would become Korea's oldest vehicle
manufacturer. The focus on bicycle components allowed the company to gain
expertise in metalworking and precision manufacturing, skills that would prove
invaluable as it expanded its horizons.

The dedication to these foundational products quickly bore fruit. By 1951, Kyungsung
Precision Industry achieved a significant milestone: it produced Korea's very first
domestic bicycle, an achievement that marked a proud moment for the young
company and the nation. This bicycle was named the Samchuly, and its production
underscored the company's commitment to self-sufficiency and local innovation.

The success of the Samchuly bicycle was a clear indicator of the company's potential.
It demonstrated the ability to not only manufacture parts but to assemble a complete,
functional product for the consumer market. This laid the psychological and practical
groundwork for future diversification. The demand for bicycles, especially after the
Armistice Agreement, was on the rise, further solidifying the company's position in this
growing market.

The year 1952 proved to be another pivotal moment in the company's nascent history.
Kyungsung Precision Industry officially changed its name to Kia Industries. This change
was more than just a rebranding; it signified an evolving ambition and a forward-
looking vision. The name "Kia" itself holds a symbolic meaning, derived from Sino-
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Korean characters where "Ki" (起) means "to arise" or "to come out," and "A" (亞) refers
to "Asia." Thus, "Kia" can be roughly translated as "Rising from Asia" or "to arise to the
world from Asia," a name that would, over the decades, prove remarkably prescient.

This new name, Kia Industries, encapsulated a broader aspiration—to extend its reach
beyond mere components and bicycles and to become a significant player in the wider
industrial landscape. It hinted at a future where the company's "movement" would
inspire more than just individual riders. This was a strategic step that marked the
beginning of Kia's journey toward becoming a global automotive powerhouse. The
humble beginnings in steel tubing and bicycle parts had provided the essential skills
and a solid foundation upon which to build an automotive icon.
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