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  PROLOGUE




  If the Gatlang valley were in the English countryside, it would have been designated an ‘area of outstanding natural beauty’, a successful Victorian industrialist

  would have erected a stone monument at its summit and thousands of holidaymakers would marvel at it on family walking holidays every year. As a foothill in the Himalayan region of northern Nepal it

  merely falls into the ‘just another valley category and is seemingly populated by no one. Save, that is, for a wrinkly old man I’d almost literally just stumbled across. Naygar, as he

  introduced himself to me, was employed by the local monk as a caretaker for the monastery, outside which we quietly sat together. Naygar’s onerous duties seemed to involve drying lumps of yak

  meat he’d found, snorting a type of herbal amphetamine that he’d made from the local vegetation, and keeping a close eye on neighbouring Tibet. I passed on the raw meat, but I was

  curious about the herbal snuff and so just to be sociable I’d taken a nosefull. I found myself feeling slightly heady, listening to the sound of cowbells and watching a caravan of traders

  leading their yaks over the hills in the distance.




  ‘Where are the yaks headed?’ I asked my translator and guide, Ram. After a discussion with Naygar that lasted the best part of five minutes he turned to me and simply answered,

  ‘Tibet’. I had thought that the border with Tibet was firmly shut. Permission to cross it was a minefield of paperwork and counter-paperwork with no guarantee that in the end anyone

  would actually let you through. When I raised this with Ram another lengthy discussion ensued. ‘They do not know there is a border there,’ Ram explained, this time at more length.

  ‘They have been trading over this pass for centuries.’




  I was immediately intrigued. These ancient traders used yaks to transport carpets, furs and spices over the pass and traded with Tibetans who brought precious salt from the north. Once a deal

  had been struck, they returned to sell their stock at the market back on the Nepalese side of the border for a profit. How did they price their goods? Did they negotiate or were prices set? What

  were the risks and profit margins that made this market work? These are the questions an economist asks himself when he encounters human behaviour with which he is not familiar. And the best way of

  finding the answers to these questions is to see for yourself.




  *




  ‘I’m sorry to tell you all that with immediate effect you are to be made redundant. You will be entitled to £200 for each year of service with the company as a

  statutory entitlement, although this will be capped at a maximum of £800. You are also entitled to apply for Jobseeker’s Allowance and unemployment benefit with immediate effect.’

  I looked up from my notes at twenty confused, angry, defeated faces in the room, staring back in disbelief. But as the words dropped out of my mouth I knew that I was only doing what had to be

  done. The company to which most of the assembled craftsmen had given the best part of their working lives was no longer profitable, and it was simply my job to sell it for as much as I could.




  It was the summer of 2004. I was thirty, single and living in a swanky pad in central London with a job in the City that paid me the kind of salary most young men dream of, although I was

  working so many hours a week that, some months, finding time to spend any of it was a real problem. I was a corporate finance analyst in a large American firm, working on a deal to restructure a

  glass manufacturing company in the north of England. The company had defaulted on its recent loan payments. I’d done the sums in the office and the harsh economic reality was that the company

  had no real future. My boss had decided that I needed some ‘field experience’ and so I’d been dispatched with a small team to make 400 people redundant; a necessary step towards

  realizing the company’s full potential.




  The harsh economic reality wasn’t in dispute, that these people were only entitled to £800 compensation for a lifetime of loyalty wasn’t up for negotiation, but what suddenly

  hit me was the certainty that I was in the wrong place. I was not the person who was supposed to deliver news like this. This was not why I studied economics. I had to get out of this job and I had

  to do it today, but today wouldn’t be finished until another 380 people had been given the bad news.




  *




  That chance moment when I was trying to escape from it all in Nepal saw me become hooked on the idea that trying to understand ancient markets was the answer to my crisis back

  home. How do people operate in an ancient commodity market compared with the harsh world of corporate finance? Would it be just as ruthless? What have we forgotten – or never learned? And,

  daringly, could I use the knowledge that I had developed as an economist and analyst to compete and make a profit myself, or would I simply be too white, too green – or too yellow, even?




  Economics teaches us about relationships and interactions. Trade has always provided us with the motivation to interact with people from other cultures. Three thousand years ago, early traders

  were inspired to travel in order to find new markets for their goods, and in doing so they exposed themselves to new and exciting cultures. It has often been said that the pursuit of money is the

  root of all evil. Well, I couldn’t disagree more, because without that profit motive there would be no trade. Without trade we would know nothing of the world beyond our own front door.




  I couldn’t think of a better way to really understand both business and people than to put myself in the place of those traders crossing the border over the hills in the distance, to

  become like them, see for myself how they interacted, and form relationships of my own.




  On returning home I began to research the idea further and I realized there were countless markets all over the world that I could get involved in. I wanted to see if I could travel the whole

  globe, starting with a handful of cash, trade with some of the world’s wiliest traders and come back with a tidy profit. Little did I know what I’d be letting myself in for.




  At that stage, all I wanted was to test the theory – about understanding people better through trading with them and what an economist’s eye can tell you about the way the world

  works. So, I set myself a little challenge.








  

     

  




  One




  EVERY CARPET


  TELLS A STORY




  The souks of Marrakech are home to one of the oldest and most cut-throat markets in the world. If I was going to pass muster circumnavigating the globe through trading, I

  decided I’d have to pass muster here first.




  I landed in Marrakech and wasted no time in doing a recce of the markets to work out how the hell I was going to make some money. I’d decided to bet that the future of my project lay on

  the success of this challenge: to hold my own in an ancient market. If I could make it work on a small scale here in Morocco then I would think about how to increase the stakes and take it further

  afield. The trouble was, I had set myself a limit of only £500 to invest, and just three days to turn a profit.




  I met Adnan, my translator and guide, at the airport. He was a dead ringer for Tom Selleck in his Magnum PI guise, right down to his Wayfarer Ray-Bans. Morocco has developed a thriving film

  industry over the last ten years as a desert location for blockbuster franchises such as Star Wars and The Mummy, and Adnan listed the various film projects that he’d worked on

  in the past. The fallout for guys like him has been great; he takes home more in a week than most Moroccans earn in a year. I immediately liked him: he knew English, French and Arabic, and a fair

  bit about carpets, too . . .




  Carpets are to Morocco what coal used to be to Newcastle: a life-blood. Everyone in Morocco knows about carpets; their brother, uncle, father and neighbour are all experts and everyone seems to

  belong to a family with a carpet business where they sell the very best. You needn’t look any further, they’ll find you the carpet you want and then you can all sit down over a mint tea

  while they wrap it, pack it and post it back home for you (duty-free, of course). The reason for all this is simple: tourists. And Marrakech has developed a neat trick. Just as every tourist going

  to Rome wants to see the Colosseum, every tourist going to Marrakech wants to see the souk and have a haggle to get a bargain. The carpet sellers here have actually made buying something from them

  a ‘must-do’ for every tourist who wants to cross Marrakech off their list.




  You might think that with so many buyers the job of buying and selling a carpet in Marrakech would be a simple one. I was at least sensible enough not to be under any such illusion. After

  explaining to Adnan what it was that I intended to do, we agreed that the best starting point was a look around the market itself. I wanted to see as many different outlets as possible and speak to

  the traders to understand how the supply chain worked and where the profits were.




  Marrakech is a citadel town. The layout follows a unique and economically ordered structure. The town is built around its mosque, which sits at the centre, and everything radiates outwards from

  there. First there is a ring of stalls selling religious paraphernalia – incense and religious texts – then come the tailors, then the carpet sellers, and so on until you reach the city

  walls. Outside, there are still more traders, selling things that travellers to the town would have historically wanted, such as animal feed. Although Marrakech is now a modern city, the structure

  of its souks is still based on its economic history. Thus finding the souk selling carpets involves battling through the crowds right to the centre. I was glad to have Adnan to guide me once we hit

  the dark inner alleys; without him I’d have needed a trail of breadcrumbs to find my way out again.




  All the carpet sellers sit together. After a brief introduction from Adnan, one trader, Faraz, a short, fat, hairy man, was happy to explain to me how their market works. The carpets for sale in

  Marrakech fall into two categories. First, there are the factory-produced carpets made in the north of the country, predominantly styled with gaudy colours and geometric patterns. These are popular

  with Moroccans and hardly ever sell to tourists. Second, there are carpets handmade by the indigenous Berber women of the Atlas mountains, woven from wool coloured with local organic dyes and

  designed in such a way as to tell the story of the woman who made it. It is these that tourists want to buy, and which the traders charge a premium for. The next important idiosyncrasy of this

  market is the notion of price. Nobody in the souk puts a price tag on anything. You ask, ‘How much?’ They tell you a price that represents about ten times what they paid for it, so you

  have to take time to argue them down. That is how it’s done round here, and it’s the power of his argument that makes one trader better than the next. I already knew that if I was going

  to get into this market I needed the right product and the right sales technique.




  I sat in the souk with Adnan, chatting to Faraz, for about an hour. During that time a few tourists walked past but no one was seriously looking to buy anything from Faraz or any of the other

  fifty or so adjacent carpet sellers. I was worried. I asked Faraz how many carpets he usually expected to sell in a day. He explained that some days he didn’t sell any, some days he sold

  three. As the profit he made on each carpet depended on the moving target of price, he was always unsure about how much money he’d make in any given week. This was fine if you had a month to

  wait, but I only had three days.




  As we left the souk and headed back out of the medina towards our van, I noticed that there were a number of coaches parked near us. Adnan explained that many of the hotels and travel agencies

  in Marrakech organized shopping trips, the coaches taking groups of up to fifty tourists at a time from shop to shop. The vendors gave the tourists the shopping experience they’d heard about,

  and if anyone actually bought anything the tour guide would get a kickback. A few enterprising businesses had grown up outside the medina and were offering a very different experience to the souk.

  I was keen to take a look.




  Bouchaib is the Harrods of Marrakech: instantly impressive, a slick and manicured five-star shopping experience. The usual, rather ugly sight of commission being given openly to tour guides who

  bring tourists to a shop or stall had been replaced here by a classier, more subtle system whereby women with walkie-talkies relayed the details of every arrival to an office upstairs. The tourists

  need never know that their guides were earning commissions on top of what they were already being paid. As I waited to meet the boss, Samir, a busload of around thirty tourists was shepherded in

  and shown to a ring of seats where, in keeping with warm Moroccan hospitality, they were instantly offered a cup of mint tea to soften them up before the main event. I discovered that in a quiet,

  dark room next door a team of salesmen waited to see who was ‘up’. Between them they can speak every language, from Japanese to Swedish, and their remarkable skills are well rewarded.

  Carpet selling at Bouchaib is regarded as one of the best jobs in Marrakech.




  Bouchaib represents Morocco’s adaptation to global market and trading trends better than anywhere else. The sellers in the souk have traditionally made more profit by never revealing the

  asking price for their carpets. Some days they will have a good day and sell a carpet for way more than they paid for it, but this comes at a cost. Many tourists are suspicious. While some tourists

  buy from the souk for the very challenge of paying a fair price, Bouchaib has recognized another type of tourist. Here, the carpets have prices attached to them. Samir has calculated that most

  serious buyers of his carpets don’t want to haggle; they regard it as stressful and will actually pay a premium to not haggle. He has found a niche in his own market by copying exactly

  what we do in the West.




  But I observed that the process hasn’t become fully westernized. The tourists are still treated to a performance from one of the shop’s multilingual maestros. On this occasion,

  Rashid, a keen young man sporting a crisply ironed shirt, was the chosen seller and he launched straight into his patter. One after another, carpets were presented at the feet of the audience as

  Rashid explained first the region of origin, then the age and then the story behind each one. The first was made by a woman with a fence around her field, he said, which was depicted by the border

  in the pattern; the next was made by a pregnant woman who already had three children, depicted by the three stars in the weave. And so it went, on and on. Rashid knew how to tell the individual

  story of each and every one of the fifty or so carpets he presented. The tourists were not simply being asked to buy a carpet, they were being asked to buy a story.




  I was curious as to how Rashid, Samir, or indeed anyone, could be so sure that the stories they were telling were true. But as I cross-examined Samir, I was careful not to cause offence, as I

  knew I would also need to ask him for a favour. However, he just laughed at the idea that I thought all the stories were true; of course they weren’t, and they certainly didn’t expect

  the tourists to believe each individual story. The idea was to explain the patterns, and these historically represented what was going on in a woman’s life, but now as carpet manufacture had

  become big business there could no longer be any guarantee that a carpet with a border actually was made by a woman with a fence around her field.




  But I had seen an opportunity, a way to make some money in this market. I would need to be able to use his shop for an afternoon. I explained to Samir that I intended to go to the Atlas

  mountains and return with one carpet to sell. If I could use his premises to sell it within a few hours I would give him 20 per cent of the profit. No need, he said, there was no way I would

  succeed. Instead, he proposed a wager. Yes, I could use his shop. If I sold the carpet in the time I had left, then all the profit was mine. But if I failed to sell it then the carpet was his.




  The gauntlet had been dropped at my feet. It was time to go and find a carpet.




  My favourite carpets in Rashid’s demonstration had all originated from the Tazenakht region of southern Morocco, in the High Atlas mountains, home of the Berber people. This is where I was

  going shopping. Adnan arranged a driver who could speak Berber and we set off at dawn the next day. It took a full day’s drive through the desert to get there, and we only arrived in the

  mountains after dark.




  After a hot, sweaty night in a poorly ventilated hotel room, I awoke to find myself in a dusty old town high up in the dry, arid landscape of the Atlas mountains. In this part of the world all

  the buildings are made from the local sandstone, so villages and towns have an eerie sense of having grown out of the ground. All houses are walled and family life traditionally happens exclusively

  and privately within the home. Berber women only leave the home twice in their lives: first, on their wedding day, when they leave their father’s house for their husband’s house;

  second, when they leave their husband’s house for their grave. They don’t even go to the market for foodstuffs – the men do all that. What I really wanted was to meet one of these

  women, buy a carpet directly from her, and hear her real story in the process.




  Our driver, Barak, asked around in the town about where we might be able to buy a locally produced carpet and we were helpfully directed towards a village a few miles down the road. But after

  what seemed like an encouraging start I found that the village was already one step ahead of me. A sophisticated co-operative had been established where each woman in the village had strengthened

  her bargaining position by joining together as a group and using a local middleman to represent them. There was a ‘showroom’ in the centre where buyers are invited to view the carpets,

  and the profits are shared out between the woman who made the carpet and the other women, to ensure that no one ever goes hungry. This was great for the village but it didn’t give me any room

  to negotiate a good price, nor did it give me the very thing I’d come to find: a no-bullshit story. I needed Adnan and Barak to gain access to a real Berber family home.




  How do you get into a Berber home? A simple question with a simple answer: knock on the door. From Jehovah’s Witnesses to electricity companies, we’re used to telling people to go

  away here in the UK. The Berbers, however, are not used to strangers knocking and asking if they have any carpets that they’d like to sell, so were a little on the back foot when I started to

  do exactly that. Despite Barak’s assertions that this approach would never work, it didn’t take more than a few tries before we were granted access to the home of an admittedly slightly

  suspicious Berber man. I’m never surprised at how adaptable people are when there’s money to be made, and this man was no different. He was actually prepared to sell one of the carpets

  from his own house and, incredibly, he was also agreeable to us coming inside. I was delighted, Barak absolutely stunned. So far, so good.




  After the usual offering of mint tea in the courtyard and an explanation of what I was doing conducted in a mixture of English, Berber and Arabic, the man instructed his two sons to go into the

  house and come out with every floor covering they possessed. It was as if they were preparing to do a really good spring clean. In no time at all, we were looking at ten or so carpets neatly

  arranged in the courtyard outside. Every one of these carpets had been made on the loom in the house by the women of the family but they had several different styles. I was relying on my own

  Western taste to inform me of what would sell back in Marrakech. After that, I was relying on Adnan to recognize good craftsmanship. The last carpet out of the house was laid in the middle of the

  courtyard, a beautifully understated black and white geometric rug with a subtle border in saffron that I would happily throw on the floor of my own flat in north London. If there’s a good

  story attached to this one then we may have a deal, I thought.




  The Berber people start negotiating the second they’re born. I can imagine them as infants delaying the inevitable weaning programme by offering to be quiet for their mothers. So I knew I

  was the underdog in a scrap the second I declared interest in the carpet and asked for a price. You don’t start to haggle with a Berber unless you’re committed to seeing it through to

  the bitter end. Now, Samir had told me not to pay more than €300 for a 6 foot by 4 foot carpet (they speak French up here, which means they also deal in Euros). The opening price I’m

  given is €600. It’s the last carpet that his mother ever made, the only thing he has to remember her by, some of her finest ever work . . . My God, I thought, when will this ever end?

  Enough! He was playing hard ball. But I guessed that all this was meant to soften me up and stop me asking for a lower price. In the Western world we’re either too polite or too scared to

  ever ask for money off anything. Since we’ve lost the art of negotiation, tourists come to places like Morocco and pay way over the odds for everything they buy. Moroccans laugh at us all the

  way to the bank. But I couldn’t afford to be polite.




  There’s a classic three-step negotiation technique that is often quoted in business literature. Many theorists and lecturers re-brand it with a catchy name and pass it off as their own

  unique insight, but it basically always boils down to the same thing. First, before you go into any negotiation tell yourself what your bottom line is – you must never settle for less than

  this. If the negotiation looks like it falls short of this, then walk away! Second, have in your mind what you think is the likely outcome of the negotiation. This will be a benchmark for you to

  judge how well the negotiation went. Lastly, consider your ‘best case scenario’. This should include price but might also include extra elements of the deal such as free delivery or

  fancy packaging, and these should be reflected in your opening position. You shouldn’t be afraid to ask for them right from the outset.




  I decided that €400 was my walk-out point. I simply couldn’t make a decent profit back in Marrakech if I paid more than that. I thought it more likely that I’d pay

  €300–350 and my best case scenario was nearer to €200. So I would start at €200, but not until I’d brought him down a bit first. There’s great mileage in giving

  someone the silent treatment in a negotiation. As soon as he threw out the price of €600, I knew that it would be too difficult to get him down to where I thought the negotiation should end

  up, so instead I said nothing. I simply asked him to give me a better price. This is not the Berber way and he was unsettled. He had expected me to make a counter-offer but instead I had refused to

  play his game. Yet our game had undoubtedly begun – there was no going back.




  Mr Berber, Adnan and Barak continued to discuss my position in a mixture of Arabic and Berber. Time and time again, Adnan asked me what my price was but I stayed firm: I’d give my price

  once I received a fair opening price. Eventually he cracked: €450 – a 25 per cent reduction without me giving anything away. Now I was ready to counter. I offered €200 in line with

  my best case estimate. This prompted another round of Arabic, Berber and English negotiations, prices went up and down and eventually I resorted to telling him to talk to his wife.




  This was, I later discovered, a potentially insulting gambit as a Berber man never consults his wife over business. However, this one did exactly that. I have no idea what she said to him but he

  came back with his final price: €350. I was now near to my anticipated likely outcome, and he was adamant that there was no more room to manoeuvre on price. So I needed to be inventive to get

  more value from the deal.




  One thing that had fascinated me while the family had been showing me the carpet was the story of how their grandmother had used the wool from her own sheep. This was the kind of detail

  I’d need to sell the carpet myself. So as a final gambit I asked for a bag of wool, and for us to have a picture taken together. Done. We shook hands and I had a carpet, a bag of wool and

  proof of the authenticity of my transaction for the princely sum of €350. Now all I had to do was sell it.




  Back at Bouchaib, I sat waiting for Samir. The first test of how I’d fared in the village was going to be Samir’s critique of not just the rug’s quality, but also the price

  I’d paid. He was as close to an expert opinion as I was ever going to get, so his approval was very important to me. He greeted me with his usual warm, charming smile. It was easy to see how

  this man had made his money as a salesman; he was instantly likeable and sharp as a tack. He wasted no time in getting me to show him the goods.




  I watched for his reaction as I unfurled the carpet. He seemed impressed; the carpet was a ‘good one’. But the crucial detail was: how much did I pay for it? I hesitated. I

  didn’t want to tell him, I wanted to know what he would have paid. ‘€300–500.’ Bingo, I hadn’t been ripped off. In fact, Samir himself would have been happy to

  have negotiated the carpet for €350. The first half of the job had been completed well enough that I could now ask for €600, a 40 per cent mark-up, and the sort of profit Samir would have

  made.




  Given the choice between being a buyer and a seller, I’d be a buyer every time. Buying something is the easier end of the process to control; you’re in the driving seat because you

  have options. You can always walk away and look elsewhere. Of course it’s important to get a good deal and that can require careful negotiation, but it’s small beer compared to the

  pressure you feel when it comes time to sell. The tables are turned, and you must do everything you can to appear in control. The seller is a bit like the map reader: he has to convince the driver

  to trust him and then lead him where he thinks he wants to go. Having a good product helps because it gives you what you need most: confidence. I was confident that my carpet was of good quality

  and reasonably priced. I knew that because Samir had told me. But I now had to convince a complete stranger of it.




  My first attempts at showing French tourists my wool and the pictures of the Berber family from whom I’d bought the carpets went badly. Faced with people not engaging with the story,

  doubts were beginning to creep into my mind. I wasn’t getting anywhere and I knew it was because I wasn’t getting my passion for the carpet and its story across to my customers. The

  guides were bringing in busloads of tourists but my carpet and I were being ignored time and time again. It sunk in: I might know a fair bit about economics and trading, but if I didn’t learn

  the ease of a natural salesman fast, I’d be stuck with a carpet – or rather, a nice present for Samir – and a nasty taste of failure.




  The only way was to approach it as an act. I’d done a fair bit of amateur theatrics in my day so I drew a deep breath and put on a face, like Samir. At first, I continued to struggle. It

  wasn’t easy to engage with the serious buyers, and groups of tourists were starting to die off as it was getting late in the day. I felt a sense of dread, because trying again tomorrow just

  wasn’t an option. The whole point of this test was to show that it was possible for a person from somewhere like London to trade in a traditional and demanding foreign market, and then move

  on. After all, if I seriously expected to do this all over the world then I had to be able to buy, transport and sell for a profit all in a few days, whether it was carpets or camels. The pressure

  was on and I was feeling it, but no one wants to buy from a nervous salesman.




  Suddenly, I spotted a couple who looked like serious buyers on the other side of the shop. They’d already put a couple of carpets to one side and were looking at more. I could hear from

  their conversation that they were Italian so I grabbed one of the salesmen in the shop who could speak English and Italian and strode over with my carpet under my arm. It was time for a full-on

  charm offensive, and I realized quickly how a smile and a confident demeanour will turn someone on to you. I now had the approach to go with the goods and the story. In a flash, I got them

  intrigued by the pictures of the family: a real Berber family, whose mother had made this carpet shortly before she died forty years ago. Here they could feel the wool from the family’s own

  sheep. This story was real; its heritage was not an interpretation of some symbols but a real life, something that could be told to friends who visited them in their Italian home, a real slice of

  Morocco that could be cherished long after the holiday had ended.




  I finished my spiel, which prompted a totally unintelligible discussion in Italian. I felt powerless to influence any further this monumental decision, one that could release me from my torture.

  ‘Buy the rug!’ I thought over and over, whilst continuing to smile and nod reassuringly. From the debate, it was clear that it was all the wife’s decision, but I continued to show

  her husband pictures of the family home from where I’d bought the carpet in some vain hope that he’d make the first interior décor decision of his marriage, and possibly his

  life. Eventually, my translator reverted to English: he was delivering the verdict. They understood, they agreed, they liked the pattern, could they keep the wool, could they keep the photos, how

  much was I asking, they’d like to buy the carpet for the asking price, €600.




  It happened in a flash. One moment this carpet was the apple of my eye and I’d focused all my energies on acquiring it, the next it had become a millstone round my neck and my entire focus

  was on getting rid of it. Now, it belongs to someone else and I have a bundle of cash in its place. In a sense I actually miss it. As soon as I saw it, I liked it, I wanted it, I had to have it;

  but then once I had it, I needed to get rid of it, to sell it. A trader cannot afford to get attached to what he sells; yes, it’s important that he covets good products as these are the

  things he can be confident of selling, but he has to be careful not to develop what economists call an endowment effect – a feeling that something is worth more than its monetary value simply

  because you own it. It’s yet another lesson I’m going to have to learn if I’m going to make a habit of this.




  

     

  




  Two




  THE CAMEL CRUNCH




  INVESTMENTS: $0




  IN THE BANK: $50,000




  

    I have a friend. Let’s call her Sarah. Sarah wouldn’t mind me telling you that she is simply the most disorganized person I know. Sarah is someone who once turned

    up late for a flight only to discover that in fact she was a day early. When she returned home, she found that she’d left her iron on. That’s Sarah’s luck. If she’d caught

    the flight as she meant to then her flat would probably have burnt down. And if Sarah were Sudanese, they’d probably make her minister for planning, or possibly even president. Well, maybe

    not president. You’re not allowed to be president if you’re a woman in Sudan.


  




  There are lots of other things you’re not allowed to do in Sudan. Lots. I have been aware of this for some time, since I met a Sudanese man back in England who had been recommended to me

  by a well-travelled friend. My contact explained that it is impossible to organize anything in Sudan unless you are there. After I told him about my intention to trade my way around the world

  beginning in Sudan, he convinced me that the best plan would be to pay him to go to Sudan ahead of me to arrange the necessary permits and licences for trading. It is a bit disappointing, then,

  when I arrive in Sudan and he is not there.




  I’m back in North Africa to pick up where I left off in Morocco but a few things have happened in the meantime that I should explain. First, I’ve sold my flat. I’ve put all my

  belongings in storage, taken £25,000 of the profit from the sale and come up with a plan. Morocco was a test, a challenge, an exercise even, which proved to me that it is possible to make

  some money in new markets in foreign climes. But it only served to whet my appetite for a bigger challenge. You could say that I’m now raising the stakes.




  I’ve decided to back myself to trade my way around the globe. I have £25,000, which I’ve converted to $50,000, to invest in any products that I think I can turn a profit on and

  I’ve booked a round-the-world plane ticket. I have a schedule that kicks off from northern to southern Africa then up through India, Central Asia, across China to Taiwan and Japan then over

  the Pacific, down through Mexico to Brazil and then home. I’ve picked these countries because, with the exception of Japan, they are all former developing countries that are now flourishing.

  These so-called Newly Industrialized Countries (NICs) are where I think I’ll find the best opportunities for new business. I’m looking for places where people have disposable income,

  which rules out the poorest countries, but at the same time I want to avoid the more sophisticated economies of the world where opportunities are all sewn up.




  Leaving aside travel costs, I reckon that I can make it round the globe in five months, double my money along the way and return with $100,000 in the bank. The countries I’ll be going to

  are set, when I’m going there is set, but what I’m going to trade is still up for grabs because, if I’m right, new opportunities will present themselves along the way. I’m

  going to start here in Sudan and then my rough plan is to find things to trade between each of the countries along the route. I’ve already done a bit of research and have had a few ideas. The

  first half of my plan after trading camels in Sudan is to head south, picking up some African coffee en route to Cape Town, and then possibly to export frozen curries from Cape Town to India. From

  there, who knows? Nothing is locked down and I’m not entirely sure myself whether any of this is going to work. All I know right now is that I’ve begun. First stop: Khartoum.




  I have to hand it to my friend’s Sudanese contact. It would seem that his insight was spot on. It really is impossible to organize anything in Sudan unless you are there. At least,

  he’s not here and nothing has been organized. I am allowed into the country but I will need to present myself to the Ministry of Information in the morning to get permission to be a

  journalist in Sudan. I try to explain that I am not a journalist, but as far as they are concerned I am, so I need to present myself to the Ministry in the morning. On a more personal note, the

  twenty-year-old bottle of Bowmore single malt that I have brought with me because I’ve heard that Sudan is a ‘dry’ country is impounded at customs because, again, what I’ve

  heard was right: Sudan is a dry country.




  Khartoum is the capital of Sudan. Its skyline is a curious blend of minarets and satellite dishes pushing religion in the form of Islam, and European football. Driving around, it strikes me that

  every single vehicle on its dry, dusty streets is white. The temperature is a stifling 48° Celsius and there is no breeze. A smog hangs over the city like a blanket, pushing the temperature

  even higher. A car that was any other colour would simply be a human oven.




  This is the place where the White Nile and the Blue Nile meet, which is why Khartoum is the capital, or at least why it was originally. Now it remains the capital because it’s the place

  where most Sudanese feel safe. It’s this need for safety that must have driven one in three Sudanese to join the army and the other two to join the police. They keep an oppressive eye on each

  other day and night, matched only by the ever-watchful eye of Allah.




  Sudan is becoming increasingly Arabized. Arabs have been in north-east Africa for over a thousand years but their influence is becoming increasingly pervasive. The streets of Khartoum today are

  full of impromptu markets: blankets thrown down in the dust displaying goods for sale. People go about their daily lives, some dressed in long, white Arab jallabiyas, others dressed in more

  modern Western dress; jeans and T-shirts are not uncommon. There is a clear move towards Islam, although not everyone here has fully embraced it. You could easily believe that there are two

  separate races inhabiting Khartoum, but in fact they are all Sudanese.




  My Arabic is a little rusty but one expression that any new arrival in Sudan will pick up before long is insh’Allah. This translates approximately as: nothing is certain about

  tomorrow, something will only happen tomorrow if it is God’s will, and that is if you manage not to get arrested.




  The day after I arrive in Khartoum is Tuesday. My plan is to head to the south of the country to embark on a camel trade. The market in El Obeid is where many of the camels from the south

  (including the war-torn region of Darfur) are sold on to traders, who transport them north to sell in the Birqash camel market in Cairo, Egypt. From my initial research back home, I have a rough

  idea of the economics of the trade. A good camel down south will fetch $300–600, but by the time it reaches Cairo, the same animal will be worth $700–1,000. This is a journey of over a

  thousand miles that has historically been known as the Forty-Day Road on account of the length of time it takes to walk it. That seems a little optimistic to me, given that it’s 48°

  outside and the last time I walked 25 miles in a day (the Birmingham Walkathon, aged 13), I certainly wasn’t up for doing it again the next day, or indeed every day for the next month and a

  half, and I’m a lot less sprightly now. So my plan is to hire a camel truck and drive the thousand miles in four days instead. The transport costs can be kept low as I’m a cash

  buyer.




  A bit like our own banking sector in the West, there’s a degree of credit crunch going on in the Sudanese camel trade at the moment. The way it usually works is that I buy your camel from

  you but I don’t give you any money yet. I take the camel to a market up the road and sell it to a man who doesn’t give me any money for it, yet. And so it goes until the last man sells

  it at the big market in Egypt and gets paid. He then goes home and pays the man he got the camel from who then goes home and pays the man he got it from. So it goes until the first man gets paid

  and then pays me. Sometimes the money never makes it all the way back.




  The parallel with banks in the global financial system is uncanny. Banks make loans to each other all the time, and make profits from the interest. The lending bank makes a profit from the loan

  to the borrowing bank, which then makes a profit from lending on to someone else, maybe to you as a mortgage lender. Everyone is lending to everyone else, and as long as the second bank can count

  on you paying your mortgage payments every month, the first bank can expect that their loan will be repaid too. The system works like a well-oiled machine, where money takes the part of the oil.

  The problem is that once the expectation changes, once the belief that the loan can be repaid is undermined, people become nervous and less willing to lend; the oil dries up and the machine breaks

  down. Whether it’s camels or credit, the system depends on trust that the next man in the chain will pay up.




  Back on the Forty-Day Road, the obvious solution would be for the Sudanese traders to take their camels all the way to Cairo themselves, but this is not the Sudanese way. There is no culture of

  travel here, and it is still regarded as unusual for people to do so. Camels are mostly transported on foot and so a man must leave his wife and family to take them to market. Time limits the

  distance that he is able to travel and so limits the profit that he is able to make. This inherent delay at best, bad debt at worst, is what I hope to use to my advantage by employing an old

  technique called ‘cash up front’. I’ll miss out all the middlemen, as if I was the first bank lending straight to the mortgage lender myself. I’ll take the camels all the

  way to Cairo, and as long as I can hold my own at the negotiation end of things then I stand to make a few quid out of the deal.




  If the figures that my original contact and I were knocking around are anything to go by (a big ‘if, in the circumstances) then I’m looking to blow $4,000 on eight camels in El

  Obeid, and another $1,000 for transport and food takes the total to $5,000. If I get all the camels to Cairo in one piece then they could be worth $8,000. I’ve got a total of £25,000 to

  invest on this whole journey, which right now is equivalent to $50,000. This isn’t just pretend money, it’s money that I should be putting aside for my future. I should really be

  reinvesting it in property or a pension or something sensible but instead I’m investing it in camels.




  I’m taking the first step cautiously – camels are not really my area of expertise. Camel trading is a risky enterprise and I need to be prepared for something going wrong. If it does

  then I still want to have enough money left to carry on with the trip. Of course, if everything goes well, I’ll have made a good start. Ideally, I want to leave Egypt with a few extra quid in

  the bank and a bag full of confidence.




  Unfortunately the plan is going awry. Tuesday is taken up with visiting the Ministry of Information and securing permission to be in Sudan. The building looks more like a car park in

  mid-construction than an important seat of government. Outside, the unfinished concrete fascia is still punctured by steel rods, and inside I have to dodge several stepladders in the corridors as

  the walls are being painted that shade of pale blue gloss that we haven’t seen in the UK since the seventies. Note to self: next time I’m in Sudan, bring lorry load of paint.
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