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Introduction





You’re on a plane. The seatbelt signs have been switched off, you’ve just been given your drink and now you’re trying to decide between the in-flight entertainment and your book. The man next to you is quietly sipping his whiskey, while you gaze absently through the window at the sun and the clouds. Suddenly you see a gigantic flash of fire coming out of one of the engines. You call the flight attendant. Yes, she says, there were some technical difficulties but it’s all under control. She looks so composed and confident that you almost believe her. But you get up, unable to contain your alarm. First the relaxed flight attendant and then an officious cabin manager try to stop you as you make your way towards the front of the plane. Sir, please go back to your seat. You push them aside, grab the cockpit door, manage to open it and … there is nobody there.


Over the past few years I have spoken to around 200 people who work or have recently worked in the financial district of London. Their stories are very different but if I were to summarise them in one image, it would be that empty cockpit.




[image: ]





This project started on a beautifully sunny day in May 2011 when Alan Rusbridger, then editor of the Guardian, invited me to his charmingly chaotic office opposite St Pancras International station in London. I had first met Rusbridger at a journalism conference in my home city of Amsterdam. We had talked about why many people seem to have so little interest in issues that directly affect their interests. Is it indifference and apathy, or have many subjects simply become too complicated for outsiders to understand? To find out, I had launched an experiment for a Dutch newspaper. I had taken an important, complicated and apparently boring issue that I knew nothing about – sustainable transport – and asked a beginner’s question: are electric cars a good idea? I had put this to an insider, whose answers led to new questions, which prompted interviews with other insiders and so on until a sort of ‘learning curve’ of articles and stories had come about. Insiders were happy to make time while readers seemed to appreciate it when you started from zero.


Rusbridger had listened to all this with typically English politeness. I thought nothing more of it until months later I found myself in his sunlit office and he asked if I wanted to do such a ‘learning curve’ for the Guardian. Only not about electric cars. He pointed in the direction of the City and said that we were literally a stone’s throw away from the place that only a few years ago had seen the biggest financial panic since the 1930s. Billions and billions had been spent to bail out the industry yet nobody had gone to prison. Indeed, a few years on, the City seemed to be behaving more and more as if it were ‘business as usual’ again. So, how about a blog on the financial sector?


Behind him I could see the Regent’s Canal glittering in the spring sunshine and a Eurostar train speeding towards Brussels or Paris. Alongside the New York Times, the Guardian is the biggest online quality newspaper in the world. Insiders would surely make time for such a prestigious newspaper, wouldn’t they? I understood as little of the world of finance as the average reader and this was a perfect example of an issue with a huge gap between the public interest and the interest of the public. Tell someone their money is not safe and you have their full attention; say the words ‘financial reforms’ and people switch off.


I eagerly assented, thanking Rusbridger for the opportunity. How was I supposed to know that the English use that stiff upper lip of theirs to suppress enthusiasm as well as negative emotions?


So that’s how a Dutch journalist with five years’ experience in the Middle East and a degree in anthropology ended up in the City on an unusual investigation: Tintin among the bankers.




















1


Behind the Wall of Silence





When looking into the pros and cons of the electric car I had started from zero, without doing any research. Adopting a beginner’s outlook had forced insiders to use simple language and I figured I’d try that approach again for this project.


Now I just needed that beginner’s question. I asked friends and acquaintances in Amsterdam and London what they wanted to know about the world of finance. Almost everyone I spoke to was angry without being able to explain exactly why. Nobody seemed to understand what had actually happened during the collapse of the American bank Lehman Brothers in 2008 or the ensuing crash, the biggest financial panic since the 1930s. I kept hearing, ‘If you can help me understand how it works in finance then I’ll be grateful. But I know that within two days I will have forgotten all that technical stuff again.’


All right, I would respond. Is there a question about finance or bankers that occupies you so much that you would remember the answer? These were difficult conversations because people needed to vent their outrage first. ‘Isn’t it incredible’, they would say, ‘that we had to bail out these bankers and yet none of them have had to pay back their bonuses? Look at how the cuts hit the most vulnerable in society. Meanwhile bankers give themselves huge bonuses, even at banks that exist only because we saved them.’ Eventually it occurred to me that my friends were asking the same thing: ‘How can these people live with themselves?’ That seemed a good start – phrased a bit more subtly, perhaps.


As soon as I had settled in London I got out my address book and approached everyone I knew, asking them to introduce me to someone who worked in the City. Responses would take a while to come in, of course, giving me a chance to explore my new home in the meantime. I had always thought of London in the same category as Berlin and Paris: the capital of a big European country. But London is the size of Berlin, Madrid and Paris put together.


I took the tube into the centre of town and went for a walk. Now I could begin to see for myself that ‘the City’ as a term is no longer accurate. The financial sector in London employs between 250,000 and 300,000 people. That’s a lot of jobs and they have begun to spread across the capital. To the west near Piccadilly Circus lies the well-heeled and discreet area of Mayfair, where you’ll find the more adventurous types of professional investors of other people’s money: private equity and hedge funds as well as venture capitalists. Then there is the historical ‘City’ or ‘Square Mile’ near Bank tube station, where many brokerage firms, the insurance sector and a number of big banks such as Goldman Sachs are surrounded by architectural icons such as St Paul’s Cathedral, the Bank of England and the illustrious former Stock Exchange (now a restaurant and shopping centre). Moving east towards City Airport you reach Canary Wharf, a former harbour where increasing numbers of banks and financial institutions have their headquarters. Canary Wharf is made up of seductively shiny glass skyscrapers and a huge shopping centre, fringed by manicured greenery, each corner observed by the constant gaze of CCTV cameras. The area is privately owned and privately controlled, as any campaigners who gather to protest are swiftly informed – every piece of land on Canary Wharf apart from the 50 yards outside the Jubilee Line station is private.


Several days passed while I continued my wanders around the city. I hadn’t had a single response to my request for introductions to financial insiders. I was beginning to worry when a friend I knew from Jerusalem invited me to a party where he introduced me to ‘Sid’. Sid was in his late thirties, tall and broad-shouldered, the son of immigrants. After a career as a trader with a number of major banks he had joined a few colleagues to start a brokerage firm: a company that buys and sells products in the markets on behalf of clients for a commission. Helping outsiders understand the City was ‘more than overdue’, Sid said in a welcoming voice. Why didn’t I come over and spend a day at his firm? The only condition was that I could not identify him or his company by name. ‘Clients wouldn’t understand us talking to the press.’


A week later, soon after daybreak, I arrived at Sid’s firm on a busy street in the historical heart of the City. Sid had already told me that there is a clear divide in the world of finance between those who see their children in the morning and those who see them in the evening. The ones who work in tandem with ‘the markets’ have to get up really, really early to be ready to go when the markets open. They see their children in the evening. The other part of the financial world works independently of the markets, for instance lawyers and dealmakers in mergers and acquisitions. They can take their children to nursery or school, but work late pretty much every evening. When you see financial workers having lunch somewhere in the City, it’s always this second category. People who work with the markets have their lunches next to their computer screens.


‘Why don’t you find something to do for a moment?’ Sid suggested. ‘I need to finish my note to investors before half seven.’ He walked over to his desk where an impressive array of computer screens showed news tickers, graphs and market data. Everywhere I looked there were telephones and TVs switched to the financial news channels. There was less than an hour to go before the markets opened; an atmosphere of concentrated anticipation filled the room. My stomach tensed like it does before a crucial World Cup game.


Sid explained that his note consisted of analysis and investment advice for his clients: mostly pension funds, insurance companies and other professional investors of other people’s money. He estimated that his clients received at least 300 such emails each day. ‘I try to be short and to the point – clients’ attention span will never exceed a page. The best you can hope for is that they read a few paragraphs.’ In his notes he did not make statements on individual companies – there were whole teams of researchers for that elsewhere, he said. Instead he went for what he described as ‘the bird’s-eye view of the entire economy’. For the rest of the day he offered commentary on new developments and updated his note.


Was he like a sports commentator, with the markets being the match? He thought for a moment. ‘Maybe, except my analysis is directed at the coaches and players in the field, rather than the audience in the stadium.’ Among his clients were also traders at major banks. ‘All of us here have worked at big banks, so we know what it’s like there. It can be a pretty lonely life as a trader. You have specialised in one particular area, say the automobile industry. That’s your “book”. But there may be only one of you with that book. Maybe there’s a junior helping you out, but that’s it. Our research is like a sounding board for clients, a second opinion. We pass out good ideas but also nuggets of insight that they can use to look good in front of their boss.’


The markets opened and for half an hour everybody seemed extremely busy. Brokers were shouting to each other across the floor: ‘Did you see gold at 1670?’ As things were settling down, a broker whose job it was to ‘go into’ the market and find a buyer for what her clients wanted to sell and vice versa kept one eye on the Sun and the other on her screens. ‘What’s the difference between a broker and his client?’ she asked me. ‘A broker says “fuck you” only after hanging up the phone.’


I wrote it down in my notebook and went over to a man in his late twenties with his fingertips against his temples. He was staring at four screens and leaning in so close his nose nearly touched one of them. He explained that he was doing ‘technical analysis’. Simplified: he was looking for trends in the share price of a particular set of companies, and gave investment advice on that basis. The markets had captivated him from secondary school onwards. He didn’t understand much about economics and he quickly learned that only the big players can pay for the sophisticated and high-value research like Sid’s. Then he discovered ‘technical analysis’, a way of working with public data to study the market. ‘I have been doing this for quite a few years now,’ he said, ‘and it’s surprisingly often about intuition, the unconscious recognition and spotting of patterns.’


‘Hey, you,’ Sid called out mock-sternly. ‘You go talk to our Dutch guest.’ And so I sat down with a well-spoken and slightly haggard-looking man in his late twenties. He told me that as a sales guy he considered himself lucky. He only had to get up at 5.30 a.m. whereas people like Sid rose at five. I was taking everything down as fast as I could in my little notebook when the Sun-reading broker passed me a folded piece of paper that said: ‘Seriously deranged but harmless – most of the time.’ With a smile, the sales guy crunched it up and threw it at the broker’s head. He shrugged: ‘Trading-floor humour.’


His job as ‘sales guy’ was to take the analysis from Sid or the technical analyst to his own body of clients in the hope of getting them to buy or sell something through his brokerage. He was a kind of filter, he explained, because he knew his clients’ needs very well. Some focused on the psychology of the market of the day and preferred to read technical analysis, others looked at long-term and ‘fundamental’ aspects such as the actual financial health of a corporation. He pointed to his screen: ‘Here, look at my client list. I have been working with these guys for years. Many of them I brought with me when I moved to this company. Clients do business with a person, not only with the firm they work for.’ In the end there are two types of salesmen, he said: ‘The ones who know how to listen well, and the aggressive ones, who get others to do what they want. The latter often do very well, but as I’m generally in the first camp, I hope I can last the distance.’


And did he think he would? He hesitated. ‘Currently, I wonder why I am doing this. The hours are terrible and the pay can be dreadful for a long time.’ He was working on a freelance basis, his pay was commission-based and business had been very slow ever since the crash. Meanwhile his fixed costs were high: financial data subscriptions, telephone systems, PCs with three, four or five screens, treating clients to lunches and nights out … ‘You have to be very thick-skinned and insanely optimistic about life to get through without too many breakdowns, or alcoholism.’


By now, the markets in London and the rest of Europe were closing, finally allowing me a moment to sit back and catch my breath. So this was a small trading floor. What I had seen was part of the ‘financial markets’, as in the familiar news reports: ‘Financial markets this morning reacted positively to the German election result.’ All those numbers on screens appeared to signify an exact and unambiguous universe, but at the same time it felt somewhat illusory, as if it were a computer game without any consequences.


When everybody had finished their digital paperwork, it was time for the pub. Had this been a good day? For the technical analyst it had not: prices had ‘behaved’ differently from his forecasts: ‘Tomorrow is another day.’ Sid also looked less than happy. His note had predicted an intervention by the Swiss central bank. ‘What was great was that fifteen minutes later, the Swiss central bank did intervene,’ he said. ‘Less great was that due to a misunderstanding my note didn’t go out. Had it gone out, you might say that I would have “scored” with my clients, who would have noticed my prediction coming true.’ Another swig of his beer: ‘Provided, of course, that they had read my note in the first place.’
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That day with Sid was the best introduction to the City I could have hoped for, but it was also a stroke of luck. My other requests for interviews had been met with silence, or a rhetorical counter question: why should I invest time to contribute to a better understanding of my sector, when all outsiders want is a reason to hate us? Others indicated they didn’t trust the Guardian, and most simply responded with a polite yet firm ‘no thank you’, no matter how much I grovelled or begged.


I looked up Sid again and over a beer I finally learnt what was going on: the world of finance is governed by a code of silence. Sid and his mates were their own bosses, but employees of banks and other financial firms risk losing their jobs, being sued and suffering severe damage to their reputation if they are caught speaking to the press. Try finding a new job in the City after that. Severance clauses explicitly state that you cannot disclose anything about your experiences at your firm.


For a moment I thought, there goes my ‘learning curve’. But intimidation is rarely completely effective. Even in Iraq under Saddam Hussein it was possible for foreign journalists to get people to talk – provided they felt safe. I continued sending out requests for interviews, only this time with additional guarantees and promises: nobody will ever know that we spoke. I am the only one with access to this mailbox and your exact job title, bank or financial firm will never be revealed, nor your nationality or ethnic background.


A new wave of polite rejections followed, until a sales manager for data management services in mergers and acquisitions suddenly said ‘sure’. This was shortly followed by a financial lawyer who agreed to have lunch, after which a primary research firm manager, an analyst at a private equity boutique, a banker in mergers and acquisitions and a banker who did corporate finance all agreed to meet me. We would meet incognito, at their homes or some other place where the chance of bumping into colleagues or former colleagues was nil. I like to record interviews but this made people very nervous so everything had to be done using notes. This was one of the reasons I wanted them to sign off on the interview: did I get everything right? I wanted all of them to see the text before it went online. I worried that critical remarks would be scrapped but my fears proved unfounded. It was mostly sentences that had seemed entirely innocuous: ‘Please remove that “beautiful view from the ninth floor” otherwise everybody in my niche will know it’s me.’ Or: ‘Don’t put in that I am starting the day with a cup of tea. I am the only one on my trading floor who does that!’ Some seemed almost ashamed of their nervousness and asked me to take out any references to their anxiety – a code of silence about the code of silence.


As soon as I had ten signed-off interviews I posted them on the www.guardiannews.com/jlbankingblog, accompanied by an appeal to insiders to trade anonymity for honesty and to tell us what goes on in those glass towers. ‘Democracy is beginning to look like the system by which electorates decide which politician gets to implement what the markets dictate,’ I added. ‘So who are you?’


And then it happened. Within a few hours my inbox began to fill up. The first 10 interviewees had all been male, but now women came forward, often employed in obscure-sounding jobs: a bond pricer, who determined the value of bonds that were traded so rarely that they have no current market price; an insurance broker, who connected ship owners who want to insure their ships against a range of risks with insurance underwriters who take on those risks in exchange for a premium; an investment management adviser, who helped banks restructure or update their computer systems, for example to keep up with new regulations or technology; a fund raiser at a ‘sharia-compliant’ venture capital firm who brought together investors and promising entrepreneurs.


In a Pret a Manger on Paternoster Square near St Paul’s Cathedral I drank a cup of green tea with the head of marketing at one division of a European bank. In her email she wrote that she was ‘happy to demystify’ the world that she had been in for over 10 years now. ‘Any time during the day is OK as I tend to make my own schedule.’ She was in her late thirties, spoke with an immaculate middle-class accent and clearly enjoyed making sarcastic jokes and comments. There are three typical reactions, she said, when people discover where she works, for instance at school when she is picking up her child. ‘A disappointed look – “Gee, I thought you did something interesting” – or they declare me persona non grata, or they treat me like a cheque book, expecting me to pick up the tab.’


She talked about the exhausting amount of booze you are meant to ingest on the many nights out with clients or colleagues, and the difficulty some men have in dealing with a woman who makes more money than they do. When dating you make concessions, she explained. ‘Sometimes eating at a cheaper restaurant, taking a less extravagant holiday, making sure they have money to pay so they don’t look like they can’t cut it. It’s a control thing, I suppose.’ This made both of us laugh which seemed a good moment to ask about her own pay-packet. ‘You know what, I feel uncomfortable saying that aloud,’ she answered, and wrote on a napkin: £110,000. ‘Plus bonus,’ she added, which typically comes to half her salary, in addition to 20 per cent options. ‘When times are good, it can be a lot higher, possibly double.’ There was a short silence. ‘Let me add that people do give to charity. Most I know donate about 10 per cent of their bonuses, and often they put in time, for instance organising fundraisers. We don’t like to talk about it to the outside world, but amongst ourselves, it’s a big topic. How much did you give? How much did you raise?’ We are spoilt, she conceded. ‘Some of my friends are teaching assistants, they make £12k a year …’ Earlier she had said that her academic background had nothing to do with the financial sector. Why the City, then? Her expression barely altered but something in her voice changed when she answered: ‘I needed to bring up my child on my own. That meant I had to find a job that paid double, essentially.’


The head of marketing had not been overly concerned about the code of silence and this made her a real exception. Almost every other interview I conducted took place under a cloud of stress and fear. On more than one occasion an interviewee would suddenly freeze, squeeze their face into a jolly grin, look me straight in the eyes and whisper: ‘We are leaving. Now.’ A colleague would have come in, perhaps because he or she was using that same discreet coffee place for a clandestine meeting, with a head-hunter for example.


At least half the potential interviewees bailed out after the initial contact, simply by no longer responding to my emails. More than once somebody failed to show up, or cancelled with a text message – sometimes when I was already waiting for them, notebook in hand. A number of people withdrew after the interview, for instance two women who separately wanted to blow the whistle about racism, homophobia and sexual harassment at their brokerage firms. ‘Feel really bad saying this and wasting your time,’ one of them wrote, ‘but having read in black and white what I said to you I just don’t feel comfortable with it being published at all and worried it would be career suicide.’


Women were almost without exception more nervous than men, and the latter would sometimes say: ‘My wife thinks I’m crazy for doing this.’ When I mentioned to women that they seemed so much more anxious, almost all of them reacted with irritation: ‘God, I hate it when I behave like a typical woman.’ Others said: ‘You see? Women are more aware of the risks they’re taking.’


‘You have no idea how weird this is for me,’ said a woman who used to work for the department that everyone else was so afraid of: PR and communication. ‘If I were still with the bank we would not be having this conversation.’ It was one of those grey and rainy days that often make me homesick for Holland and we were meeting in a nondescript coffee shop somewhere near her home in London. She was in her mid thirties and had recently quit the industry after 10 years at a number of top banks.


So how did her department find out if someone in the bank had spoken to the media? She shrugged: ‘There are external agencies that monitor the media for us. Sometimes people in the bank send you stuff: “Look at this.”’ There would be a hearing, followed by disciplinary measures or dismissal. She described a few cases of bankers who had been caught, adding that they had to teach them that no matter how nice the journalist is, ‘he is not your friend’. With a hint of satisfaction she concluded that, at least in her last bank, ‘enough people have been disciplined for speaking to unauthorised contacts in the press that it hardly happens any more’.


She went over the rules for ‘authorised contacts’ via the PR department: the topics are agreed on beforehand and the PR sits in on the interview as witness and referee. Should a journalist veer off the approved topics, it is the job of the PR to step in: ‘Nice try but he’s not gonna answer that.’ Or even better: ‘He can’t answer that but let me try and hook you up later with someone who can.’ After the interview the PR ‘cleans the quotes’, which is not as sinister as it sounds, she insisted. ‘It’s about making sure the quotes make sense in context. That if there’s something that could be misinterpreted, it’s removed.’ After all, reputation is among a bank’s core assets.


We had another coffee and when she asked if I had ever considered trying my luck in the financial sector, I responded evasively that quite a few journalists seem to do so. She agreed: the pay is much better but those who do make the switch are in for a shock. Earlier we had talked about the abusive culture of top banks. ‘The thing is,’ she said, amused, ‘journalists have no idea what they’re in for. I would sometimes come across one who had gone over to our side and he’d have this shell-shocked look. The first six months they are like, what the fuck? They had no idea because bankers were always really, really nice to them.’


Now it was my turn to laugh, and I explained that this is why I never do interviews via PRs. She would never have said this if there had been a colleague of hers present as witness and referee, would she? So what made her violate the very rule that for so many years she had enforced on others? She thought for a moment and said she wanted to contribute to a more balanced debate. ‘I suppose I spent an entire career not giving my own opinions,’ she continued. ‘Inside I’d be screaming, “Yes, that’s exactly the question you should be asking,” only to shut down the journalist and direct the interview back to where the bank wanted it to be. Maybe this is also confession, like a good Catholic.’
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Just how deep this fear runs is difficult to convey. As the blog took off, academics, journalists and documentary filmmakers enquired whether the same bank employees I had spoken to might be prepared to meet with them. When I passed these requests on, the reply was invariably: ‘Sorry, risking my job once is enough.’


This strict code of silence suppresses what outsiders get to see of the City. It couldn’t be more different to my electric car assignment. There, insiders were eager to meet me and I was the one who chose who to interview. Now I had to wait for volunteers to come forward to reveal the details of their job and working life. These volunteers took the risk because they wanted to challenge a particular stereotype about the world of finance, the inner workings of the City or their own job – for example, the assumption that all of finance is horribly complicated. Yes, interviewees said, what the maths and physics wizards do is extremely difficult to understand. But the rest of us …


‘There is a lot of lingo,’ explained a man who until recently worked for a big bank in mergers and acquisitions. ‘I mean a lot, and you have to master all that. But you don’t have to be brilliant to work in finance; you have to be smart enough.’ He was around 30 years old, originally from East Asia, and he spoke with the polite imperturbability that many alumni of American elite universities have made their own. Factual errors on my part were countered with: ‘Actually, no …’ An incorrect claim or interpretation was met with: ‘I think I’d challenge the premise in what you just said.’


A career in the City is in part ‘endurance sport’, he said, and others agreed. The head of marketing who preferred not to say out loud how much she made insisted that many had more or less drifted into the sector. Anyone can do the job I’m doing, she said. ‘Sure, sometimes you need to be trained on some of the technical stuff. But at my first job interview I didn’t even know the difference between equity and bonds. What you need is self-belief.’


We are not all rocket scientists, interviewees said, and we are certainly not all millionaires. An interdealer broker with many years’ experience on a trading floor spoke for many when he said: ‘The sad reality in finance is that perhaps 5 per cent really make a lot of money. The rest do make more than those with similar levels of education in other industries. But they also put in longer hours. How it works, I suppose, is that I am at my desk and I look at my boss. He has millions in the bank, his own jet, a few cars, a hotel in the Mediterranean … and I wonder. My boss is not that much smarter than I am. Still, he has all this money. Why him and not me? So I sign on for another year, waiting for the big one. That’s the thing with the City. The 95 per cent know that only a small percentage make the huge sums. But you are exposed to that category of people, every day and up close. It plants the idea in your head: this could be me.’


‘It’s just a normal office environment,’ said an internal accountant at a big British bank when I asked her what would be most surprising for outsiders to learn about her job. ‘Normal people,’ she went on. ‘Not loud. Not arrogant. And not overpaid, at least not us. If I found a similar job in another industry, I’d make maybe 10 per cent less. At most.’ When she began working as an accountant she was advised to start at a bank; after that you could go anywhere. But this was before the crisis. For some time now she had been trying to find a job away from financial services. Her recruitment consultant found a vacancy that seemed perfect for her and her experience. She was the only person on the shortlist who was not invited for an interview; the company did not think someone from a bank would fit into their culture, they had told her recruitment consultant. ‘They’d never met me,’ she said bitterly, ‘and made assumptions about my character purely based on where I currently work.’ On dating sites these days you’d better hide that you’re working in a bank, she added. ‘Or you’ll have no chance.’ Many interviewees said that when meeting new people at parties or at the school gates, they had learnt to keep where they worked to themselves, fearing negative reactions.


As each interviewee set me straight on clichés about the world of finance, I also began to learn new things – first that the sector is far larger than the banks and second about the deep divide between investment bankers and those in retail or commercial banking. As one commercial banker put it: ‘If investment bankers are hunters who go out in search of prey, commercial are like farmers patiently tilling the land.’


A young restructurer who tried to prevent companies in financial difficulties from going bankrupt – and defaulting on the loans his (retail) bank had made to them – emphasised a number of times how his work was different from investment banking. He had spent some time there, on a trading floor. He compared it unfavourably with his current environment: ‘There is quite a lot of camaraderie among restructuring teams. And no ceremony. It’s not like at some investment banks where as a junior you can’t take something to a senior managing director. No one’s bigger than the team, we say, and everyone takes turns getting coffee.’


Or consider the woman who wrote in her email: ‘The more traditional side of banking – making actual loans – is seriously under-represented on your blog.’ So a little while later we met for lunch in a restaurant on the Thames. It was the Christmas holidays and the City had changed beyond recognition. The well-dressed men and women purposefully hurrying to their next appointment were gone, replaced by shivering tourists in bright outfits. My interviewee was in her late twenties, English, with a science background. She ordered French toast with strawberries and dug into them with gusto.


The City sees my kind of banking as dull, she said dismissively. ‘But traders sit in their glass buildings all day shouting into their phones and staring at a screen, turning one number into another. I help build schools, toll roads, bridges, oil rigs and power plants in faraway places. I travel all over Europe, to Russia, Asia and Saudi Arabia, on my own, to inaugurate a gas plant, open a solar park or inspect an oil refinery. Now, who has the boring job? The world of banking is so much bigger than the dealmakers and traders who dominate the public’s idea of us. That is my message’, she said, ‘to readers but also to my family and friends who seem to think that I caused the crash by hunting for a monster bonus.’


The area she had been working in for the past decade or so was called ‘project finance’. A government wants a school, bridge, power plant or airport built. It puts the project out to tender, meaning firms can bid for the contract. Different parties come together because no single company has all the required expertise. A construction company knows how to build a school, but not how to operate it, nor how to finance it, she explained. She loved her work. ‘Most people in finance work on a small part of a deal, pass it on to someone else, who again does a bit, then hands it over, and so on. We do the whole thing, and when I drive through the country, I think to myself, “Ha, that’s my toll road, that’s my school, that’s my police station.” This is so fulfilling.’


Like the restructurer, she had interned at an investment bank for a brief period, processing trades. ‘I’d get shouted at all the time, often for things that they had done wrong. A good trader needs to be very assertive and to have a very quick response. That attitude carries over into their interactions with other people. You’ll find them screaming at the sandwich lady in the canteen.’ In project finance, she made around £100,000 a year, which she considered ‘grossly overpaid, in the greater scheme of things’. She refused to feel guilty though, she said, because she paid her full share in taxes. Surely with her experience, contacts and talent for maths she could make far more in an investment bank? No thanks, she said. ‘Investment banks make money with money, they speculate. That creates an atmosphere that I don’t find pleasant at all.’ She was very happy that her own bank was purely commercial: ‘It’s a much nicer environment if you don’t even have to meet those people in the lift.’


The City, I began to realise, is only human. In all its unwritten rules, dress codes and internal hierarchies, it resembles a village, or a collection of tribes. Insiders identify one another via a subtle system of codes and mores, as a competition lawyer in mergers and acquisitions explained to me. We ate lunch in a soberly decorated restaurant called L’Anima near Exchange Square, a large cluster of offices within the Square Mile. Conservatively dressed and in early middle age, the lawyer looked down the menu and commented in an easy, half-ironic tone: ‘Look, they explain all the culinary terms in a separate column under the heading “definitions”. That is so lawyer-like. Large contracts often start out with definitions.’ He ordered fish and sparkling water: ‘I still want to get some work done this afternoon.’


He looked around at the other tables: ‘Mostly lawyers here. I see no trophy wives or girlfriends, no extravagantly dressed women. I see men who keep their jackets on, which is what we tend to do as lawyers – nobody wants to be the first to take it off and most leave it on anyhow. Keeping the uniform intact makes you look solid. I see inconspicuous ties, also a lawyer thing. This restaurant serves very good quality food but it is not flashy; I believe only this week the Sunday Times called the interior “boring”. Boring is good, for lawyers. We sell reliability, solidity and caution. We want our presentation to mirror that.


‘Those in the City doing one-time deals tend to project an image of absolute success,’ he went on. ‘Say you are an entrepreneur looking for a banker to take your company public: to list it on the stock market in a so-called Initial Public Offering or IPO. The only thing that counts is for this deal to go well, not whether the banker executing it charges a 1.2 or a 1.3 per cent fee. The bankers that take companies public will drive the most expensive car they can find because they want the entrepreneur to think: “Wow, this banker must be really good at IPOs, how else could he afford such a car?” Long-term relationships in the City work very differently. When you bill clients by the hour, you leave that expensive watch at home. We often charge hefty fees,’ the lawyer explained. ‘So we don’t flash our wealth because then clients are going to think: “Wait, am I not paying too much?”’


I learnt to not only read ties but shoes and rings too. Bankers from mainland Europe on a visit to the City can be recognised by their brown shoes. Dealmakers like to wear Hermès ties but traders do not. And math wizards who never need to see clients could be extremely successful in their jobs while looking like ‘they are dressed by their mum’ – as an insider who was clearly not gifted at maths put it. I quickly taught myself to speak of ‘Goldman’ or ‘Goldmans’ rather than Goldman Sachs, of ‘SocGen’ (sokdzjèn) for the French bank Société Générale and of ‘Deutsche’ without the ‘Bank’. Corporations are the real economy and salary plus bonus is total comp. I no longer thought of Tolkien when someone earnestly spoke the words: ‘I work in the magic circle’ (the nickname for the five law firms dominating the City). A bonus of zero is a doughnut, a broker’s ear the ability to follow five conversations around you at the same time, while the fat finger syndrome is every trader’s nightmare: things move so fast in the markets that there are no such things as neat little cautionary pop-ups asking, ‘Are you sure you want to buy 500,000 shares in British Airways?’ A fat finger is that fatal moment when you type one zero too many and you have to work like a maniac to limit the damage.


It is not impossibly difficult to learn financialese, and soon enough I could repeat insider jokes. What would a banker at Goldman do if he had five million dollars? Ask what had happened to the rest. There are three kinds of economists: those who can add up and those who can’t. Economists correctly predicted seven out of the last three crises. Half of economics is actually very useful – too bad economists can never agree which half.


It was good fun, this first reconnaissance mission. But there remained just one tiny problem and my very first interviewee illustrated it as well as anyone. It was a warm summer evening and we were meeting in a French restaurant in Covent Garden, at his suggestion. The place was filled with exhausted tourists giving orders to equally worn-down  waiters. My interviewee was a big and easy-going guy, around 25 years old, who had worked for the past few years as sales manager for data management services in mergers and acquisitions. I asked if I could report what he was having, and that was fine: foie gras for starters, followed by a hamburger with fries and for dessert a double macchiato with brandy. We shared a bottle of white wine that he chose. Our appetisers arrived and I opened up my notebook to ask what a sales manager for data management services in mergers and acquisitions actually does.


He took a big bite of foie gras and explained that when a company is put up for sale, bankers, accountants, consultants and lawyers need to go through its books to determine its value. This can easily take six months to a year, as a company’s records are not always well organised. Some are so confidential that a company will keep them as a physical document in a highly secured room. His firm collected and organised all this material to put it on one disc, so the specialists could get to work. ‘The CD we compile is of course encrypted,’ he said. ‘Still, you really don’t want to lose that.’


I asked about the biggest taboo in his job, the worst possible misstep for someone like him. He didn’t hesitate: ‘Breaching confidentiality. The other day I was in this bar when at a table next to mine somebody was discussing a deal in progress, out loud and in detail. If I had acted on what I heard there, that guy would have been fucked. This is one reason we invent codenames for deals. Cartoon characters, Greek gods or anagrams, when they rearrange the letters of a company’s name to form a new word. I enjoy thinking about these very expensive and busy and important bankers convening a meeting to brainstorm about a codename.’


He saw my expression and grinned, but then I changed the subject and asked about the crash of 2008. He gave me a blank stare, shrugged his shoulders and said: ‘Well, uhh, I don’t know. I mean, what do you want me to say? I’m in mergers and acquisitions.’


That was the tiny problem.
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