
W
hile big bookstores in
Singapore, such as Borders
and Page One, have shut
in the last two years, a
handful of independent

bookstores around Singapore are soldiering
on after decades.

Sunny Book Store, now at Plaza Singapu-
ra, has been selling new and second-hand
books for 28 years, while Chinese booksell-
er and publisher The Youth Book Compa-
ny, opened shop in 1955. Both are institu-
tions unto themselves and have loyal
customers.

So who’s afraid of the e-book and
e-retail revolution?

The owners of Sunny and Youth Book
may declined to be interviewed for this sto-
ry, but other surviving booksellers say the
trick is to know what customers want.

National Institute of Education lecturer
Rhoda Myra Garces-Bacsal, 37, loves to
trawl the collection at Silver Kris bookstore
at 84 Marine Parade Central. She recently
bought a bunch of second-hand $2 Goose-
bumps novels there for her 11-year-old
daughter. “For a dedicated book hunter, it’s
worth it,” she says. “The people in the store
are so helpful and knowledgeable.”

Silver Kris has been in business since
1976 and owner Andrew Low, 53, knows
each title on the densely packed shelves in
the roughly 150 sq ft space. This is in spite
of the large variety he carries, from second-
hand 40-year-old single issues of Red Sonja
comics from Marvel, costing from $2, to
brand-new copies of supernatural teen
series du jour City Of Bones by Cassandra
Clare, retailing at $15 compared to $17 at
other bookstores.

“Last time, it was easier, everyone was
reading the same thing, Enid Blyton or
Harry Potter,” says Mr Low, who runs the
store with his 77-year-old father Low Wee
Khoon. “Nowadays, you tell customers
Enid Blyton and they’ll just look at you.”

He and other retailers say the number of
book buyers has been falling since the hey-
day of the 1990s, when children and adults
turned to novels instead of TV or smart-
phones for entertainment. Many are going
online to buy print or e-books, but book-

stores still have a dedicated following here.
Student Chen Zhang Kai, 26, who is

doing a bachelor of fine arts degree in digit-
al arts and animation at DigiPen, prefers
going to art bookstore Basheer Graphic
Books at Bras Basah Complex to searching
for reference books online. “You’re not
able to browse online, here you can browse
books easily,” he says, picking out an
$82.50 copy of Animated Performance by
Nancy Beiman. It sells for $20 less at
Amazon.

No problem – to attract customers like
him, the store offers student discounts to
bring the price down to online levels.
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Check out a photograph album of small
bookshops from around the world on
The Straits Times' Facebook page at
http://on.fb.me/1agFb5v. Tell us which
are your favourite bookshops and why.

Open since: 1992
Known for: Chinese translations of
Japanese manga and now collectible
figurines, and pop-culture merchandise
for brands from Angry Birds to South
Korean boybands
Where: 22 outlets around Singapore
Info: For locations and opening hours,
go to www.comicsconnection.com.sg

Comics Connection founder Daniel Yeo
(right), 67, employs 100 staff in 22 shops
around Singapore. This is in spite of fall-
ing readership for the translated comics
he sells.

Success comes from staying ahead of
the trend, the father of three grown chil-
dren says at his 16,000 sq ft head office
and warehouse in the Tai Seng area.

Sales of Japanese manga such as Bleach
or One Piece, translated into Chinese by
Taiwanese publisher Tong Li, account for
only 30 per cent of his trade. The rest
comes from collectible figurines and “ce-
lebrity products” – toys, mobile phone
straps, mugs and cushions sporting the
faces of famous K-pop acts such as
G-Dragon or Shinee. Most of these items
are made in-house – he pays a licensing
fee for the use of the images and his wife,
Monica Chua, 57, visits South Korea once
a month to keep up on trends.

Mr Yeo and his family operate solely in
Singapore. He is the son of a sign painter
and went from operating a small plastic
factory with his elder brother to owning
his own ship, which carried cargoes of tex-
tiles and electronics to Indonesia. At age
50, he sold his ship and invested in the

comics trade at the suggestion of a friend.
In the 1990s, there were close to 100

small stores selling comics around the
island and his first store in Bukit Timah
Plaza was frequented by teenagers who
might buy and read half a dozen manga
volumes a week. “At that time, children

had nothing else to do, there was
no iPad or whatever,” he says.

To stay ahead of the competi-
tion, he splurged on flying in
crates of manga weekly to ensure
that his Singapore customers
received new releases at the same
time they came out in Taiwan.

In 1993, a year after starting his
comic shop, he opened another
outlet in the Katong area, and
then more in Bishan and other
locations around the island. In
2000, manga sales began dipping
as scans of comics were pirated
online for free. Mr Yeo ventured
into PlayStation games to make
up the deficit. Similarly, eight
years later, he began surfing the
Korean pop trend. “This is a very
competitive business, things
change very fast. We must have
new ideas,” he says.

He does not fly in artists or
hold huge launch events, relying
instead on rapid changes of stock.
Delivery vans deliver new items at
least four times a week to each
store. Current hot sellers are
“one-of-a-kind” notebooks featur-
ing G-Dragon, which cost $1.50
each, and boyband mugs for $8.90

each.
Former staff of the company have left

and tried to set up solo operations but
none have succeeded, he says. Comics
Connection, however, just opened a new
store at Jem mall. “You can find us every-
where. How to fight us?” he says.

Open since: 1976
Known for: Literature, scholarly
publications and journals, focusing on
Singaporean and South-east Asian
writers as well as social issues. Hosts
book launches, reading groups and art
exhibitions
Where: 51 Armenian Street
Open: 9.30am to 6.30pm (Mondays to
Saturdays), 10am to 4pm (Sundays)
Info: Call 6337-9319, e-mail
info@selectbooks.com.sg or go to
www.selectbooks.com.sg

For the three current owners of Select
Books, the store is not just a place to buy
books, but also a lifestyle.

Founded by activist Lena Lim, it
gained a reputation for having the best
resources on South-east Asian issues and
history. When she retired in 2004, her
former customers – Mr Tan Dan Feng
(right), Mr Seow Hwye Min and Mr Jagjit
Singh, all aged 44 – bought the store.

“It was too much of an institution to
close. We have a loyal base of customers
built up over 40 years,” says Mr Tan.

Their mission is to maintain Select
Books as a space for intellectual discus-
sions, and they have succeeded accord-
ing to long-time customers such as socio-
logist Sharon Siddique, 67. She says:
“You can get everything on Asia. Select
Books covers novels, children’s books,
it’s multi-disciplinary.”

Select Books was in Tanglin Shopping
Centre until 2011, when it moved to
Armenian Street. The idea was to capital-
ise on proximity to cultural institutions
such as the Substation, Mr Tan says.

Volumes for sale in the 1,900 sq ft

space range from the fiction of Filipino
writer F. Sionil Jose to issues of the jour-
nal Critical Muslim, containing essays
published by the London-based Muslim
Institute.

To ensure the books in stock attract
more than a small group of intellectuals,
the store hosts monthly book discussions
and regular author talks. Guests have
included Indian essayist Pankaj Mishra,
known for his intellectual tussles with
Salman Rushdie.

Still, book sales are not enough to
keep the store and its 16 staff in business,

Mr Tan says. Select Books also publishes
works of South-east Asian authors, such
as the memoir of activist Constance
Singam, Where I Was, this May.

It also distributes books, such as the
children’s publications of the National
Art Gallery.

Next year, the store may have to move
as the area comes in for a revamp, but the
owners are determined that, come what
may, Select Books will not shut down.

“We’re socially engaged, we have a lot
of unique titles you can’t find anywhere
else,” says Mr Tan. “This is a select book-
store and a Singapore institution.”
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Open since: 1975
Known for: Primary-, secondary- and
tertiary-level textbooks and non-fiction
resources as well as some fiction. Most
titles are second-hand
Where: Bras Basah Complex, Block 231
Bain Street, 03-35
Open: 10am to 7.30pm daily
Info: Call 6336-7530

At Knowledge Book Centre, 10-year-
series exam papers sell far better than top
teen dramas such as Cassandra Clare’s
City Of Bones or Stephenie Meyer’s
Twilight series.

Part-owner Mohamed Ismail (right),
61, says: “For many years, we brought in
new books and fiction, but business just
dropped. We had the idea to change to
second-hand books because people are
looking for lower prices. Mostly, our cus-
tomers now are students looking first for
textbooks and guidebooks, then for fic-
tion.”

Mr Ismail runs the store with his son
and another partner. The operation was
launched in 1975 by his uncle at an earli-
er location in Bras Basah Road. It moved
to its current 1,200 sq ft space in 1978.

Students stalk the shelves looking for
used copies of textbooks, which retail for
at least 30 per cent cheaper than the new
versions at other bookstores. On the
discount pile, a second-hand copy of Twi-
light retails for $8, compared with $17
for a new copy at other stores, while the
entire four-volume series goes for $30.

Mr Ismail also buys books from cus-
tomers looking to lighten their shelves.
However, he is not optimistic about the
future of his business.

“Because of technology, people are
less interested in reading,” he says. He
adds that the construction and renova-
tion efforts at Bras Basah Complex have
also reduced the number of walk-ins.

Still, there are visitors such as San Yu
Adventist School student Siever Sumilat.
The 16-year-old Indonesian has been in
Singapore for two years and is now in Sec-
ondary 4. He gets most of his science
guidebooks or reference texts from Know-
ledge Book Centre since his school does
not have a bookstore. “This is the central
place to come to if you need to search for
books,” he says.
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Open since: 1992
Known for: Art and design books and
magazines
Where: Bras Basah Complex, Block
231 Bain Street, 04-19
Open: 10am to 8pm (Mondays to
Saturdays), 11am to 6.30pm (Sundays)
Info: Call 6336-1917 or go to
www.facebook.com/BasheerGraphic

The established haunt of graphic artists,
designers and architects in Singapore,
Basheer Graphic Books began out of a
suitcase.

Owner Abdul Nasser (above), 49,
helped his father Basheer Ahamed sell
art books and magazines door-to-door,
serving advertising firms in the Central
Business District before they set up shop
in Bras Basah Complex in 1992. In 1996,
they opened a branch in Kuala Lumpur
also supplying speciality publications –
from design magazine Wallpaper* to
photography and architecture books
from British publisher Phaidon.

Mr Basheer is now retired and Mr Nass-
er manages Basheer Graphic Books’ three
outlets in Malaysia, plus one store each in
Bangkok and Hong Kong.

The 1,600 sq ft Singapore store still
accounts for most of the trade, since he
supplies pricey tomes in low volumes to
established customers.

Sometimes, he loses on the deal, such
as when he brought in a single copy of
photography book Genesis by Sebastiao

Salgado for a favoured Singaporean
customer last year. The book is half a
metre tall and retails at $3,000, but ship-
ping costs for the 55kg volume absorbed
any profit margin.

Still, it was worth it to maintain a
long-term relationship, says the father
of three school-going children. Custom-
er loyalty is fading, with younger buyers
preferring to search for cheaper prices
online. He offers regular discounts but
cannot always compete with online
retailers such as Amazon. The Anatomy
Of Fashion by Colin McDowell (2013,
Phaidon) costs $100 at his store, but is
$8 cheaper online. “Technology is
killing us,” he says.

Another alternative is finding profit
through printing his own line of design
books, working with local and overseas
designers. Last year’s collection of food
design motifs, Designlicious, sold out a
7,000-copy print run at $59 each, and he
just sold rights to France and Spain.
There are no concrete plans to produce
more titles. The store has been men-
tioned in travel magazines such as Time-
Out and Lonely Planet, which often lead
to online orders on the store’s Facebook
site from customers as far away as
Europe and South America.

He is hoping to expand this part of
the business, especially selling books
unique to Singapore. “I believe I’m able
to survive for the next few years. Further
than that, I can’t say.”

After years in the business,
independent bookstore
owners say it is important to
know what customers want

Small & steady
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Silver Kris owner
Andrew Low (left)
packs a large
variety of books in
his 150 sq ft shop
in Marine Parade.
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