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What is Evi? 

• Company founded in Cambridge (as True Knowledge)  
• Full time effort from late 2005 

• Automatic question-answering 

• Multiple pivots 

• Multiple rounds of angel/VC finance 

• Successful acquisition by Amazon in late 2012 
• Evi is now a subsidiary of Amazon 

• Amazon now a major employer here in Cambridge 
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• William Tunstall-Pedoe  

• Founder of business 

• Developed core technology 

• Cambridge Compsci (Churchill) 

• Student in first ever 1A CST course 

• Former attender of Enterprise Tuesday lectures… 

Who am I? 
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Evi Vision 

 

People instantly able to get any information,  
on any subject….  

just by asking for it 
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Evi Vision 

Big Hairy Audacious Goal: 

 

“Answering any question, in any language, in 
one second or less” 



Amazon.com 

Six things this requires 
1. Knowledge representation:  

• Getting world’s knowledge in computer understandable form 

2. Understanding natural language 

3. Common sense knowledge 

4. Inference 

5. Natural language generation 

6. Speech recognition and synthesis* 
 

* Evi’s core technology is 1-5 
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Technology 

• Deep technology developed in 1999/2000 

• Structured knowledge and inference 

• Broad approach is now common: 

• Google Knowledge Graph (2010) 

• Wolfram Alpha (2009) 
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Evi financing 

• 2006: government grant + F&F money (£75k+£45k) 

• 3 people working in St Johns Innovation Centre 

• One year of work and a crude demo 

• 2007: Angel round (£650k) 

• 2008: First real Venture Capital round (£2m) 

• Octopus Ventures 

• Many further financing rounds followed… 
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What is a Pivot? 

• Success in business requires iteration 

• A pivot is a significant change in direction 

• But still based on core strength 

• With Evi (True Knowledge) the vision stayed 
exactly the same 

• but needed four different attempts to find success 
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#1: Stand-alone website (~2006) 

• First attempt: stand-alone consumer website 

• www.trueknowledge.com 

• Consumers could ask questions and add 
knowledge 

• Web-search would be shown when not 
answered 
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Result of first attempt 

• Competing directly with Google 

• Great technology demo  

• but no significant consumer traction 

• Company lacked product and UX expertise 
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Ugly baby syndrome 

Just as people don’t tell proud parents when they have an ugly baby… 
…founders rarely get feedback about things they are doing badly. 

 
Our website was very weak from a design point-of-view. 

…a lesson we didn’t learn until 2011 
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#2: Platform for ‘Big Search’ (~2008) 

• Second attempt (first pivot):  

• License technology to “Big Search”  

• (Google, Bing, Yahoo, Yandex, Baidu….) 

• Box at the top of search results  

• when direct answer possible 
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Result of attempt #2 

• Solid engagement but no deal  

• Not-invented-here 

• Latency 

 

• Some smaller (non Big Search) deals done 
though 
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API used in other products 
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#3: SEO (June 2009-2010) 

• Third attempt: get content into search by 
having it indexed 

• SEO = Search Engine Optimisation 

• getting Google to send you free traffic 

• No need to do deal with search engine 

• Inferior user experience to direct integration 

• but much easier to achieve 
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SEO for trueknowledge.com 

• trueknowledge.com/q/this_is_a_question 

• calls platform for “this is a question?” 

• Infinite questions -> Infinite pages 

• Point Google at (millions of) valuable 
questions 

• Google indexes and sends customers to you 

• (plus lots of black art) 
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Results 

• Exponential growth for a long while 

• 10%+ per week 

• Strange effects 
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 31 

“is Michael Jackson 
dead?” 
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3.8m September 2010 4.4m October. 5.2m November. 
19 consecutive record weeks only broken by Thanksgiving 
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Growth in traffic 

What we were able to say about size (Jan 2011) 

http://www.sainsburys.co.uk/sol/index.jsp?GLOBAL_DATA._searchType=0
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Fun things we did 

• ‘Exponential’ purchasing of crates of beer… 

• Buy ever growing increases when traffic grew 
>10% in a single week (to new record) 

• 1 crate, then 2 crates, then 3 crates etc. 

 

• To be drunk at 2010 Christmas Party 
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Result 

• Team highly focussed on growth 

 

• So much beer at party it would have killed 
team if all drunk… 
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Result 

• Team highly focussed on growth 

 

• So much beer at party it would have killed 
team if all drunk… 

 

• Still drinking it nine months later… 
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Second fun thing… 

• SEO benefits from links to site 

• PR about company is therefore helpful 

 

• Used our technology to calculate the most 
boring day in history: April 11th 1954 

• and put out Press Release 
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Result 

• Thousands and thousands of press mentions 

• in hundreds of languages 
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Boring day… 

• We were nominated for PR Industry award 

 

• Have had more press (spontaneously) every 
April 11th since… 
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Still there several 
years later… 
 
Google search from 
8th February 2015 
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How did the SEO pivot work out? 

• Failed financing 

• despite hockey-stick graph, Silicon Valley not interested in 
SEO anymore 

 

• Google ‘Panda’: 50% loss of traffic in Feb 2011 
• never made it to cash-flow positive 

 

• What now? 
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#4: Evi (2011-2012) 

• Fourth attempt: own branded mobile product 

• Powered by our core tech 

• UX and mobile product skills needed quickly 

• Major pivot – we bet the company 

• Team changes/funding milestone 
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Evi timeline 

• Committed to pivot early 2011 

• Funding milestone and first version June 2011 

• company ‘lockdown’ 

• Apple launched Siri October 2011 

• Evi launched January 2012 
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Demo 
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Result of fourth attempt 

• Success! 

• Enormous interest: 
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Result of fourth attempt 

• Success! 

• Enormous interest: 

• >1 million downloads 

• 40 serious approaches from big companies 

• New CEO 

• Company name change (True Knowledge -> Evi) 

• Acquisition by Amazon 

• completed October 2012 
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The adventure continues… 
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Amazon’s new Cambridge 
development centre  (Castle Park) 
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Amazon Echo launch 

• Amazon doing amazing things in speech and 
language space 

 

• Echo launched in November 2014 

• the project I work for 
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Other teams hiring in Cambridge 

• Prime Air (www.amazon.com/primeair) 
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Final thoughts 

 

• Very big ambitions can carry you a long way 

 

• A great idea often needs multiple iterations to 
hit success 
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Questions? 

• William Tunstall-Pedoe 

• wpedoe@amazon.com 

 

• http://amazon.jobs/location/cambridge-uk 
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Spare slides 

 



Amazon.com 

 

•69 



Amazon.com 70 


