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Edmund Wee of Epigram Books considers the importance of local 
literature and his commitment to nurturing local storytellers. 

“We’re not just bosses. 
We have extensive pre- 

and post-service 
briefings where we sit 

for almost an hour 
to talk. 

”
How else do you keep the
team motivated?

ES: I believe laziness is a symptom, not a 
character trait. If someone is lazy, 
it’s because they haven’t felt motivated in 
the right way, so showing them respect and 
love is important. We trust them with who 
we are — we show them our own pain. 

We’re not just bosses. We have extensive 
pre- and post-service briefings where we 
sit for almost an hour to talk. At the 
beginning of service we talk about how 
we feel, and after service we check in with 
them again.  

CW: Yeah, we also spend a lot of time 
coaching them on professionalism. 
We teach them that there is joy and 
satisfaction in doing a good job even when 
they’re in a bad mood. We involve them in 
decision-making and set examples for 
them whether in the kitchen or in our 
interactions with suppliers and customers. 
They take their cues from us. 

ES: We also spend equal e�ort with 
everyone to bring them together and 
create opportunities to socialise outside 
of work.

Like taking the team to the nasi 
lemak convention?

CW: Yeah, a lot of people think it was 
ridiculous that we opened on 22nd 
October and closed the entire restaurant 
on 4th November to take everyone away 

for the weekend. But what better way to 
translate the experience we had at the nasi 

lemak convention than to take them there! 

ES: We’re not trying to motivate them so we 
make money. We’ve given some of them two 
raises in a few months and three rounds of 
bonuses since we opened. They also have 
the freedom to say anything to us. We want 
them to know that this is a safe place to work 
and we take their careers seriously. The trust 
we’ve built is like a family’s. We work for them 
and they work for us. 

A few weeks ago, one of our waitresses was 
asked if she was the boss by a guest. When 
she said no, the guest questioned why she 
looked so happy and motivated when she 
wasn’t in charge. That was a huge 
compliment to us. The motivation and level 
of execution become apparent when sta� 
take ownership of the service.

It’s our collective ambition to continue to 
create spaces in Singapore where real 
human interactions can exist on a level that’s 
sincere and generous. Restaurants are the 
best setting for this and bringing our sta� 
along for the journey is everything. 
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“You have a nation that hasn’t 
been brought up on reading 
stories,” concedes Edmund 
Wee, Founder of Epigram 
Books. "Here, people don’t 
talk about books. When they 
do, it’s usually a foreign book.” 

Edmund is the sort of patriot a country 
needs but doesn’t always appreciate. 
Critical of bureaucracy and the 
Government’s regimental approach to 
building an appreciation for local literature, 
he has devoted the last few years of his 
work to broadening our national narratives 
and revolutionising the novel-writing 
environment for Singapore writers. 
His publishing company, Epigram Books, 
now o�ers the most prize-money fiction 
writers can be awarded in the country. 
In 2017, the prizewinner will be awarded 
$25,000 — five times the amount of the 
biennial Singapore Literature Prize o�ered 
by the National Book Development Council 
of Singapore.

Edmund is candid about his di�culties. 
He worries constantly over cash flow and 
funding has been denied multiple times. 
His age — he is 65 years old — makes it 
di�cult to secure bank loans and national 
grants. Despite these herculean stumbling 
blocks, Edmund manages to make light of 
his situation. “My wife says I’m a reckless 
man. I don’t know where the money will 
come from, but I know it’s important for us 
to keep at this.” 

At the time of our interview with Edmund, 
we’d already spoken to several other small 
business owners, many with their own 
battle scars. Yet there is something striking 
about Edmund’s plight: here is a man 
serving the nation in a monumental 
manner but caught in an endlessly 
thankless position. We ask him for his take 
on service excellence and Edmund pauses. 
“We’re not a new industry. We’re not 
cutting-edge. We’re not high-tech. Book 
publishing has been around for donkey 
years but it hasn’t been properly done in 
Singapore. I just want to do it well.” 

“We’re not a new industry. We’re not 
cutting-edge. We’re not high-tech. 
Book publishing has been around 

for donkey years but it hasn’t been 
properly done in Singapore. 

I just want to do it well.

”

You left The Straits Times to open your 
own design studio and then eventually to 
Epigram Books. How did that happen? 

I was Design Editor when I left The Straits 
Times. I didn’t think I could move any 
higher so it was time for a new career. 
Why must somebody stick to one career 
anyway? People do, of course, but for me, 
20 years is long enough. So I left The Straits 
Times to start Epigram Design when I was 
40 years old. At 57, I won the President’s 
Design Award and felt like I had reached 
the top of that profession. 

Coincidentally, we had already started 
trade publishing then and had just 
published “The Diary of Amos Lee”. It was 
quite successful but everything, from the 
cost of printing to editing and designing, 
was borne by Epigram Design. We set up a 

separate company, Epigram Books, to get 
a more accurate picture of whether book 
publishing was viable as a business.

And is it?

We know now it’s not very viable. We’ve 
done it for about six years and it’s very 
tough. We’re losing money. We survive 
practically from month to month. I still sell 
books at bazaars, you know? I’m the boss 
but I work on weekends: selling and 
carrying books all the time. 

So why do you keep at it?

Because it’s important that we have books 
— how can we be a nation where we don’t 
read stories about ourselves? Local art and 
stories are intrinsic to the soul of a nation; 
it’s part of the ways in which a nation can 
bond. Can you imagine if all we watch in 
Singapore are Hollywood movies, and all 
the art we see is just western art? People 
want to read their own stories and 
Singapore’s the only exception where the 
best-selling book is a foreign book. 
Why am I doing this? I don’t know. I love 
books, I love my country, and I think things 
are not being done properly. 

As a publisher, you primarily serve 
two groups of people: the readers and 
the writers. 

The whole thing about publishing is that 
the publishers can never be famous. 
You must make your authors famous. 
You must make the books famous. 
You must brand the authors, not yourself. 
Like J.K. Rowling — do we know who 
publishes her books? We know Harry Potter, 
the characters, and the author, but not 
the publisher. 
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I believe good service is about making your 
customers feel special. So the way we do it 
is to make a book feel special by looking 
special. We want readers to look at a book 
and know the publisher has not taken them 
for granted. They know we’ve made an 
e�ort to make the book look good. 

There is also an element of service in how 
we make sure a book is done properly. It’s 
hard to make money in publishing so most 
people cut corners by not having editors, 
using cheap paper stock, and not investing 
in design. I understand why others are 
doing what they’re doing — they need to 
survive. But, if I were to do all those things, 
I won’t be doing justice to the writers and 
the stories being told. The industry 
standard would remain the same. 

So we don’t cut corners. We have 
full-time editors and designers working 
for us, and we even have our own 
marketing team. We publish stories that 
we think are relevant to people’s lives in 
Singapore; books with insights to what’s 
going on here. We try our best to work 
with authors to make their manuscript 
better. It’s a process. We serve the writers 
in a way that is beneficial to them. 

Is that why you doubled the Epigram 
Books Fiction Prize value? Because you 
see Epigram Books serving local writers 
and the industry here?

It’s very simple. The biggest prize in 
Singapore for writing a novel is the 
Singapore Literature Prize: $10,000. 
It’s awarded every two years so, basically, 
the winners get $5,000 a year. What is 
$5,000? You can’t even live on it, you know, 
and yet the Government wants to 
promote literature. 

I got so fed up I decided I would create my 
own prize. Doubling the prize money came 
about because after the first year, we got 
feedback from people that it wasn’t fair 
and that the other finalists should get 
something. Before we started, few novels 
were being published. Now, because we’ve 
started the prize, we’ve published about 
15 titles in two years. People are writing. 
People want to write about their country. 
People want to write Singapore stories. 

I am not a hero, and I’m not doing it for the 
money. I think we’re doing something very 
important for the country, which is, 
unfortunately, at great expense to my own 
financial health.
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