A “Book Uan” in Hong Hong
that Did liot Come by Easily
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“When can reading become as popular a topic as

Netflix or Korean dramas lke Crash Landing on You

or Its Okay to Not Be Okay? That's how reading

should e, but its Nnot’” Book lover James has spent
most of his life promoting reading. His ambition is
to make readng popular He hopes that one day,

readng wil Nno longer e just the hoblby of

a handful of people. It wil be a trend and the public
wil find it cool and fun, and wil feel ke they are
Mmissing out if they do not read Having opened a

bookstore and applied to the Good Seed program

twice, James now goes around Hong Kong with

a wooden troley filed with lbooks.



EERE YBA=- - HEERA
KMBES KUBER  HHRJames \E
BRER -

JamesTE2004ERB T HRAMEIE TMWESE
Bl BREESERK MEAKRREILEE
Mg BRBEAETDAMA - RRAKEED
T AFA—BREEFEE - ERRW  tE
IEERBIF . ERE=ZNF - BEEZAE
RHERIELES  —EREBFEE - 84
TE - FEEATE  RFHRNBECART -

TEBE AREE REMKRENER
BE - BLERENEX - AREde NEHH

&

2 (Rolling Books) » LURBIF T HEEREIFE -
MEEHLE  FEXEELRERK - R7E
B%E - RARLAAUBLEBR] - Bl Ed
EIEHTTR © |

BIREKMEIE

KA ZHNER - | ERJamesTEFHRIFER
NE—a5E - REMBEMESNGood Seed -
E—RRBE - U FEREESR SN
FEAFESTEI - PIIEMEINTE - FiBJamesi R B
% BEEE  BEREEREK -

FERABBERE  T28 - #E@X -1 AL
RIERE » BlamesHKMEBER AR - TR
Tk MEBEERRZERRA - RS BO#
REBELIFBUTHEAB TIFAVIEER - HERBER
A AlREEBRANERLE CHSE - NE
#oHBEMHEAEREECBHMERE - T3

BB BEXRMHEMAENSES - E5TEIMN
HOIREREEE ?

3

]

ool

o

-

o

1

guip
jlu!

GUal)

Paying Back Debts over Four Years after His
Bookstores Closed Down

All his life, James has been trying and failing,
failing and trying.

In 2004, James opened a bookstore called
“Mackie Study” in the heart of the city. With its
unique book selection and hosting of regular
concerts and seminars, it enriched the lives of
many local people. But due to poor management,
the stores all closed down within five years. James
had to work for a commercial company to pay off
his debts over three to four years. It was so painful
for him as a book lover that he gave up reading at
one point. “l didn't go to bookstores anymore. |
stopped going to the theatre. | felt like | was cut

off from myself.”

Ten years passed. After struggling, James was
finally able to confront his past and reconnect with
what he loves. He established a social enterprise
called "Rolling Books” to promote reading with an
array of creative activities. “In terms of the financial
situation, the bookstores were somewhat a failure.
Now that | look back, | realise that | can transform

failure into a lesson in life.”

Making Peace with Failure

"I 'am not a successful case.” This was the first
thing that James said in the interview. Apparently,
he had applied for the Good Seed program
twice. For his first try, he applied with the idea of
combining youth issues with family activities. The
idea was rejected, but James did not give up. He

kept trying and finally succeeded.

“It doesn't matter if you fail. It's just a process.
Just keep going.” The ups and downs in life had
taught James to make peace with failure. He
calmed down and let the reasons for failure sink
in. He realised that despite being familiar with
the topic after years of experience working in an
NGO, his presentation lacked clarity. Perhaps, he
was not even sure about what he wanted to do. “I
found it hard to convince the judges that | was the
best candidate to carry out the project, which was
vital. | was the one who was pitching the project,

but what did the project have to do with me?”

James then recalled the experience he had during
the low point of his life. After his bookstores
closed, he was depressed and “unfriended” all
his customers and friends on Facebook. It was
only when his health began to take the toll, that he
started jogging alone. This habit of jogging later
inspired him to organise a "jogging book club”,
gathering a group of people to jog together in
the city and read stories about the routes they

took. To his surprise, the “running and reading”
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activities reconnected him with his old friends
and old passion. He started to curate a theme
and select books for the book club again. James
realised that the connections and experience he
had were useful for his future career, plans and
interest. He pointed out, “You don't need to cut

yourself off from the past to move on.”

Storytelling in Schools and Communities

With his life entangled with books, James
naturally went back to what he knew best and
combined reading with social issues to promote
reading culture through different activities. With
the concept of “Rolling Books”, he succeeded in
his second attempt to apply for the Good Seed
program. “Most people have the idea that social
innovation should be something unprecedented
or brand new, but | don't think so. It could be

something simple too.”

At first, James planned to bring a book van into
schools to promote reading. The book van was
a decorated rented van. James confessed that
its appearance was not too appealing and it
could only accommodate around twenty people,
making it hard for schools to arrange students to
participate. The plan failed. “We learnt from the

experience and kept adjusting the plan after that.”

The setback prompted James to think of an

alternative. He started using a delicate wooden

trolley to promote reading at different events,
such as markets, carnivals and book fairs. It was
well received. For promotions at schools, he
changed the venue to the school hall, and held
drama performances and clown shows. This
alternative way of telling stories made it easier

for the school to arrange students to participate.

Supported and No Longer Fighting Alone

Generally, if the operation of a business goes
wrong, one would need to pay a heavy price
for a second chance. But James pointed out
that the Social Innovation and Entrepreneurship
Development Fund (SIE Fund) does not require
participants to strictly follow the plan proposed
in the application. “They understand that we are
starting a business after all. They allow space for

us to improve and adjust the prototype.”

James told us that more than a decade ago, the
only way to promote reading in Hong Kong was
to open a bookstore. But to keep a bookstore
in business, one needs to have connections,
invest a lot of money and handle rent, salaries,
stocks and so on. For him, it felt like fighting a
lonely battle. Now that they are running a social
enterprise, they receive a lot of support. “First
of all, there is financial support. In addition to
that, being a social enterprise and collaborating
with Good Seed is like having a guide on how
to achieve your goal step by step. It is a kind of

support we had never experienced.”
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Promoting Reading Is Not Just Holding
Activities

Was it some sort of unfulfilled dream come true?
James said, "I think of it as a continuation of the past.

It is fundamentally the same but in another form.”

James understands that participating in a certain
event would not make people fall in love with
reading all of a sudden, but he hopes that the
activities would introduce the public to the joy

of reading and change their impression.
7] want to relieve children
rom the pressure o
writing & beelk report aiter
reaclng a ook andl ree
them irem the mincset
of learning lessens frem
stories. Prometing reaclng
is & long=term geal to be
reached with a sustainalsle
methee”



