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Did you listen to the Prime Minister’s recent National Day Rally speech? If you haven’t caught on, Singaporeans have been called to be innovative and enterprising. Hey, even children are learning how to do business in school.

But are things really that simple? Get some friends to talk about an idea over kopi, quit your jobs and start pitching to potential clients... like in the dot.com era?

I remember doing just that not too long ago. I, too, was an entrepreneur. Yes, I was my own boss.

The year was 1996 when I set up a little Web-hosting and design com-pany with a couple of friends and acquaintances.

I was in my second year of university. I had just installed a modem and learnt the basic HTML (hypertext markup language) tags, which is the document format used on the Web.

One day, an old army buddy came up with the idea of setting up our own shop and selling Web space. I hastily gathered some like-minded people to make this dream come true.

But in true dot.com fashion, the motley crew was down to two before the company was even registered. And the few clients I managed over the next few years helped me come to a decision -- I couldn’t stand being my own boss.

First of all, I shouldered the blame if anything went wrong with a client’s website. Then, I had to answer calls late at night to upload pictures for him. And of course, I had to wear a business shirt to sales pitches.

When my graduation was near, I knew I wanted a regular job. Starting my own company took a whole lot of energy. Winding down a failed business was like a personal tragedy, a failure of sorts.

I learnt that running my own shop was hard work, and very often, a lonely process. Not everyone is cut out for it because not everyone has the same amount of dedication and drive.

Keeping the faith

I remember sending an e-mail message to Web-visions’ Roger Lim in the middle of the night and receiving a reply with a solution to my Web server problems at 2 am.

Now, Webvisions has successfully expanded into the region and counts Coca-Cola and Microsoft Singapore as its customers. Come to think of it, when

I first met Roger in 1996, he didn’t even have his own office.

What Singapore and the IT industry need are technopreneurs in both work ethic and spirit, like Roger Lim.

These days, Singaporeans are told to change their mindsets to meet new challenges. The latest you hear is that China has much lower labour costs and is taking investments away from here.

But in our haste to promote entrepreneurship, let’s not confuse it with a simple desire to be creative, innovative, or just to do things in a cool, new way. Running a company is a lot about hard work and taking risks.

And let’s not forget that there is no business which is an always-win business. Some entrepreneurs try for years and don’t make it.

Others like Bill Gates strike it rich at the right time. The Microsoft founder almost didn’t create the disk operating system (DOS) which made the company an empire. But he did, by buying over a small Seattle company which made DOS.

He then licensed the software to IBM and almost every PC after that ran DOS and Windows subsequently.

Then there are others like Mr K.K. Fong of i-One.Net fame, who lost and found riches, only to lose them again. A few months ago, the one- time bankrupt resigned from all positions within the Xpress Group, to which i-One.Net is related.

Today, does anyone remember the once-cool i-One.Net kiosks which Mr Fong touted? Or the stock market excitement his company created when it went public?

What’s hip one day may be a flop tomorrow. The dot.com era, while it lasted, made easy money for several in my generation -- the twenty- and thirty-somethings -- who wanted to get rich quick. But the "crazy money", poured into companies which had only ideas and not products, didn’t last.

What many dot.com guys will tell you now, is that it’s not just about being creative and cool. It’s about running a company soundly. Let’s not forget that in the bid to transform Singaporeans into entrepreneurs.

What makes an entrepreneur? E-mail siewtha@ sph.com.sg
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