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			To my family, who have been my biggest supporters, my foundation, and my driving force. Thank you for your guidance and enduring belief in me to fulfill Stablegold Hospitality’s mission of providing affordable housing across the United States.
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Foreword

			Throughout history, the business of real estate has proven to be the single most consistent investment for building long-term, sustainable wealth. We’ve seen proof of this since medieval times, while kings who owned the most land embraced true power. We still see it today when business moguls such as Ray Kroc build vast enterprises like McDonald’s for the primary purpose of real estate investing. Despite these indisputable historical patterns, many of us do not know or understand how to profit from this irreplaceable commodity.

			The challenge has been that there exists a general assumption that wealth creation through real estate is isolated to arenas controlled by large private companies and/or seemingly larger-than-life business leaders. These seemingly untouchable and beyond-reproach individuals propagate the impression that the ideas and knowledge needed to succeed in real estate are available only to a select few and are not accessible to the common person.

			Ali Jamal, in this wonderfully written book, shows us that all of those assumptions are wrong. His own journey illustrates how growing one’s own acumen and skills in this field, mixed with hard work and persistence, can prove to be the secret sauce that leads to success and wealth. Despite being one of the smartest people I have had the pleasure of calling a friend, his heart and generosity in regard to sharing his knowledge through stories of his personal growth exemplify how anyone can achieve the knowledge they need to excel in this field and create for themselves incomes that can enhance their personal and professional lives.

			The strategies he lays out in a number of eloquent personal stories detail a path for success that can be adopted by anyone. I remind the reader that Ali achieved his success through hard work and a dedication to attaining his goals. His career trajectory is an example of how anyone can succeed at real estate when they take the time and effort to better understand this valuable industry and how to successfully navigate its myriad opportunities and risks. He openly shares that understanding with the reader and goes beyond by allowing the reader to enter some of his darkest moments and see how he overcame them with creative thinking and determination.

			Can-Do Real Estate: Stable Success from the Ground Up is not a quick-fix book. It is a story of one person’s journey that can be adapted to any of our lives. As you read this book, take the opportunity to relate your journey to his and contemplate how you would have handled those experiences and opportunities differently. Take the time to understand how Ali’s journey to the top of his profession started with a simple decision—whether to spend his hard-earned savings on a depreciating asset such as a car or to lay the seed for a real estate portfolio that has made him one of the most respected young businesspeople in the industry.

			Rahim Charania

			Chairman, Three Ring Studios

			CEO, American Fueling Systems
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Introduction

			Buy land. They’re not making it anymore.

			—Mark Twain 

			It all started with a car—a sexy, electric-blue, souped-up sports
car. More about that later. First, though, I want to tell you why I wrote this book and what I hope it can do for you.

			If you’ve picked up this book because you heard me speak, or if you’ve read an article about me, you are probably interested in achieving financial freedom through investing in real estate. I can help you with that. In fact, helping and mentoring others to find success in this business I love is one of my greatest passions. However, it’s not my only passion. My desire to help those less fortunate has driven me from a young age, and when you learn more about my background, you’ll understand why I know what it’s like to have little but hope.

			I’m excited about this topic, and not only because, in fewer than eight years, I took an empty building and converted it into a privately owned real estate investment firm with 1,500 rental units that produces $9 million in annual sales. I’m also excited because I’ve developed this portfolio in the affordable housing segment. As I acquired these properties, my company, Stablegold Hospitality, established the Economy Hotel brand because I had a vision of creating sustainable living for southern Atlanta’s low-income population.

			I never dreamed the company would reach this level of success, and I had no idea it would pioneer a new business model for the hospitality industry. I call my approach Can-Do Real Estate because it’s about taking action, not daydreaming, and not waiting for a future someday that may or may not arrive. It’s about moving forward right now—knowing you can and then finding a way to do.

			I learned this at a young age, against my will at first, and then, taking some basic values from my parents, I ran with those values. Throughout this book, I’m going to give you examples of how I dealt with a challenge or faced a problem, and then I’m going to give you my version of a flash card, encapsulating the lessons I want you to remember.

			And in case you’re wondering—yes, you will have to deal with challenges, and you will encounter problems. As you’ll soon learn, if you haven’t already experienced it, there’s an arc of success. The goal isn’t just to weather the storms but to be inspired and excited to weather them. There’s no way you can control every aspect, especially when investing, as I do, in affordable housing. The clientele can be very dynamic, and when you’re housing three thousand people a day, you’ll run into a lot of tidal waves you’ll need to ride back to shore. Even in the most challenging situations, you can find your own strength and take courage from your personal mission.

			In the pages that follow, I’m going to explore topics like making the first big investment and charting the growth of a company from can-do to success. I learned these lessons the hard way, but now you can learn from me. We’ll also take an honest look at finding the right people, emphasizing accountability, providing opportunities to grow, and living by core values and focus. Of course, your path will be different from mine, but if you have the desire and the willingness to work, you Can Do in the field of real estate, and you will be able to build your own stable success from the ground up.

			In the next chapter, I’m going to show you how I bought my first investment, with all the steps you need to take, right down to ensuring you look the part when asking for a loan. I’m also going to share one of the most important lessons my hardworking mother ever taught me. Finally, I’m going to remind you what you probably already know: it doesn’t matter where you begin. It matters only that you take that first step, and then another. 

			
Chapter 1

			
Where I Started, What I Learned, and How That Can Help You

			Create a vision, and never let the environment, other people’s beliefs, or the limits of what has been done in the past shape your decisions.

			—Tony Robbins 

			Now, back to that sports car.

			If that doesn’t sound like a career motivator to you, remember that I was nineteen years old at the time, and yes, I really had my eye on that electric-blue car. I shared my goal with my mom, who was smart about money and just about everything else.

			“You need to save $20,000 for the down payment,” she said.

			That became my main goal in life. Over the next two years, I worked to save up the money for that car. Finally, I had the money. I was ready.

			I went to my mom and told her what I had, and she said the last thing I ever expected to hear.

			“No way, Ali!”

			“What?” She couldn’t be denying me. “We had a deal, Mom. You said you were going to cosign if I made the down payment.”

			“No way,” she said again, as if I hadn’t heard her the first time. “I am not going to sign off on you getting that car. It is a depreciating asset.”

			That’s my mom: depreciating, appreciating, bottom line. I got that, but she had tricked me, and I was still pretty angry.

			“What am I going to buy instead?” I asked.

			“You’re going to put that money on this condo in downtown Vancouver,” she said. “Your dad said we can get one for $170,000.”

			At this point, I tried calling my mom’s brother, Abbas Ismail, in the UK, to convince him this was not a good idea. “You need to support my decision to buy a car instead,” I insisted. No luck.

			My uncle adamantly disagreed with me, and he had the nerve (and, as it turned out, the good judgment) to side with my mom. From this point on, he continually encouraged me to invest in real estate and became a strong inspiration for me to this day.

			Although my parents were divorced by then, they were on good terms, and my dad was living downtown less than a block from this development.

			“You’ve really got to look at getting the kids to invest in this project,” he told my mom, referring to my two sisters and me. “It’s a great opportunity.”

			From the time he and my mom first arrived in Canada, he had shown a talent for coming up with brilliant ways to make money. So when he pointed out that potential development, they decided it would be my first investment in life—even though it wasn’t a willing one on my part.

			We went forward and purchased and then rented out the property, and in 2002, my mom gave me a 1989 Dodge Colt to drive around. She thought it was a great trade-off. I wasn’t so sure at the time. But then, something happened.

			Over the next two years, the Vancouver real estate market really skyrocketed, and so did the value of that condo I hadn’t wanted to buy. If not for my dad’s sharp eye, my mom’s good sense, and my uncle’s execution, I’d be driving around a rust bucket right now as opposed to having an $800,000 condominium in my investment portfolio.

			How Does a Young Person Get a Loan? Very Carefully!

			That condo represented a major turn for me in attitude and action. Before I did anything else, though, I needed to get a mortgage—my first one. At age nineteen, I didn’t give much thought to how that would happen, but if I had thought about it, I probably would have assumed that I would just walk into the bank, put down my twenty grand, and say, “Lend me some money, will you?”

			Fortunately for me, my uncles from London were in town. After the expulsion from Uganda, Uncle Abbas moved to the UK and started a chain of pharmacies. After selling them, he launched a chain of bed-and-breakfasts with his brothers, Sadru and Pierre. Very smart men, my uncles. Right away, they were curious about what I was doing to make sure I got the mortgage loan.

			“What’s your plan, Ali?” Uncle Abbas asked.

			“Well,” I replied. “We’re going to the bank.”

			I knew there probably should have been more to my answer, especially when he shook his head and said, “Not quite. Ali, you’re going to go and buy a proper suit and wear it to the bank. You aren’t just going to show up in your track pants.”

			“All right,” I said, realizing how much I didn’t know about this world of real estate and finance.

			“Also, you’re going to have your sister help you put together a portfolio, which is going to give the bank an idea of how you’re going to be able to pay the mortgage every month.”

			I was stunned but grateful, and I knew he was right. I had $20,000. The condo was selling for $170,000. The gap between what I had and what I wanted to borrow depended on how trustworthy and, yes, mature I appeared. The day arrived, and wearing my new three-piece suit, I entered the bank with Zahra, my uncle, and my mom. The banker was looking at me like, “What is this?” Yet he must have been impressed with my uncle, my sister, and my mom, because I got the loan—at age nineteen.

			That opened my eyes to how the real world works. Now I understood why my elder sister, Hassina, always looked exceptionally professional before walking into a business meeting, as if preparing to meet the CEO of Gucci.

			How you approach people makes a big difference in how they treat you. If you don’t look and speak the part, it can be detrimental to your success.

			From Bridging Goal to That All-Important Focus

			I learned four important lessons from that first experience.

			The first is what I think of as a bridging goal. That goal is the first one you see because you don’t understand the bigger picture, and that’s fine. That’s what the car was for me—a primary goal to motivate me to save enough money until I crossed the bridge to the bigger goal: my first real estate purchase. Earlier, I couldn’t comprehend the value of the ultimate goal, but I could grasp the importance of saving money for something I (thought) I wanted.

			The second was the realization that I actually could save money when I was focused on the prize. Yes, it required hard work and sacrifice, but when I realized I could save that kind of money in two years, the knowledge of my ability to do so empowered me in a way that nothing else could.

			The third was that I didn’t know enough to be in charge of spending $20,000. I needed the advice of someone older and more experienced.

			The fourth lesson was so basic that I shouldn’t have had to learn it from my uncle, and you shouldn’t have to learn it from me: dress the part.

			My Parents’ Journey:
Laying a Path to My Success

			It’s easy to focus on only our own lives and our own goals, but if we focus on our parents’ journey, we can decide if we want to follow their path—or not. We can also learn a great deal about why they act as they do.

			If you’ve seen the film The Last King of Scotland, you might remember that it is about a Scottish doctor who, on a medical mission in Uganda, becomes the personal physician and then confidant of dictator Idi Amin. As the doctor learns about his confidant’s barbaric schemes, his goal is to leave Uganda alive. That was my parents’ goal as well. In 1972, they were expelled from the country and had forty-eight days to leave. That’s it. Forty-eight days to leave the country where my mother worked as a biology teacher and my dad operated a fleet of taxicabs.

			In August 1972, Idi Amin accused Uganda’s South Asian population of disloyalty, commercial malpractice, and nonintegration, and he gave them—approximately eighty thousand people—ninety days to leave. Finally in the 1980s, after Idi Amin was overthrown, efforts were made to reprocess citizenship applications primarily to entice Asians to come back and restore Uganda after its economic downfall.

			More than twenty-seven thousand of these Asians, among them my uncle Abbas, whom I mentioned earlier in this chapter, went to the United Kingdom. Others emigrated to India and Kenya. My parents were among the six thousand who moved to Canada. What they found there, in this new and different environment, was a tightly hinged door.

			My dad worked in construction and took whatever odd jobs he could find. My mom’s teaching credential wasn’t recognized, and at first, she went door to door in our apartment complex, desperately trying to sell homemade naan and roti.

			Finally, about three years after they arrived in Canada, she was lucky enough to get a full-time administrative job for the Insurance Corporation of British Columbia. In five or six years, my dad bought a Mac’s convenience store, and Mom cosigned on the loan. During a period of economic upheaval, the store didn’t succeed. Still, that disappointment did not stop my mom. She continued to work and was very keen on purchasing property. The idea of paying rent on someone else’s investment held no appeal for her, and before long, she had an opportunity to buy a house in Vancouver.

			However, because she had already cosigned on the Mac’s store, the bank was not willing to give her a loan. Her dream of getting her family out of the apartment complex was in danger of failing. Mom talked about her struggles to a family friend.

			“I have a contact at the Business Development Bank of Canada,” he said. “I might be able to talk them into giving you this mortgage.”

			She agreed to move forward with the application, and he really helped her get that loan, a rare move for a bank to make. Mom had her house. We had a home.

			By the time I arrived, we were a family of six—my mom and dad, my two sisters, my dad’s younger brother who had Down syndrome, and me—all sharing one bathroom. From the beginning, I was surrounded, not only by family members but by ambition and motivation, although to me, it was just the way life was.

			Building Rental Revenue

			Not long after they bought the house, one day while my father was hanging out with his younger brother on the patio, he called Mom over.

			“I have an idea,” he said. “Why don’t we cover up this patio and turn it into a suite?”

			She went for the idea, and, with a loan from my mom’s sister, Zarina, they converted that little space of our home, which was already the top unit of a duplex, into an actual suite that they rented out. A year later, my mom converted our open garage into another suite. So she had rental revenue from the bottom of the house, from the converted patio, and from the former garage. We were cash flowing, and my mom started to buy more real estate, including our neighbor’s house, which she converted into multiple units. In five or six years, she owned thirty units in five houses. She went from bankruptcy to thirty units in that little time. After she and my dad divorced, she was basically a single mother managing those units, working full time, and raising three kids.

			Needless to say, she did not throw money around. If I had to come up with one word to describe the way my mom managed her finances, I’d say militaristically! She made sure that we lived humbly and below our means. She put money into savings and paying down debt, and she focused on preserving wealth for future generations.

			I didn’t know we were being frugal. Mom bought everything in bulk, and we might have the same thing for dinner four days in a row. The way we were brought up taught us to appreciate the simplicity of life. It also taught us the value of hard work. Mom was up at five thirty or six o’clock in the morning. She fed us, took us to school, worked all day, picked us up, and was finished by about eight o’clock at night. She did this almost every day for twenty-five years.

			She was also very religious and spiritual, so while other kids were sleeping, we had to go to mosque with her for morning meditation every day from three to five a.m.

			What did I learn from my parents’ journey? I learned that tough times don’t have to destroy you. I learned the importance of creative thinking, making the most of what you have, and allowing your imagination to think, What if? I also learned that regardless of the number of hours in one day, you can choose to fill those hours with everything that is important to you and your future—or you can choose to fill them with nothing. My parents’ journey taught me independence. Because of that journey, I felt an eternal connection to them and their legacy of first survival and then financial success.

			My First Real Jobs and What They Taught Me

			Remember your first job? You were probably still in school and trying to balance your need for cash with the other demands of your young life. These early jobs teach us responsibility and independence, and they prepare us for the real world of work. They also teach us to manage our own money.

			Although I worked in those early days, I can’t say that I was the best student. Basketball was my passion. When I was growing up, we lived across the street from an elementary school, and a basketball hoop beckoned from just outside our house. I must have spent 80 percent of my childhood at that hoop, and by now, you won’t be surprised when I say my mom wasn’t extremely excited about that. If I was going to be a jock, she wanted me to be a jock with career opportunities in front of me.

			That conflict between Ali the basketball player and Ali the entrepreneur fizzled when it became clear that I wasn’t ever going to reach the height necessary to tower over other athletes. I was deflated, even though I played for my senior basketball team and was one of the best players in my school, winning its most valuable player title in grade ten. Still, the inches didn’t lie, and I started to realize I wasn’t going to be making a career out of professional basketball.

			Even though my heart wasn’t yet into school, I took courses at Douglas College to get an idea of what I wanted to do as a long-term career. In the meantime, my sister Zahra started working as a bookkeeper for the student paper.

			When a sportswriter position opened up, she said, “I know you can do this, Ali.”

			I had no business being a writer for the student paper and told her so.

			“But you’ll get a stipend,” Zahra insisted. “And you’re already on the sports scene. All you have to do is just go to games and write up what happened.”

			I knew the job required more than that, and to compensate for my lack of ability, I started writing ten articles a week, and not just on college sports. Sports in general, opinion pieces—you name it. I just wrote, and my hard work garnered a little bit of respect from the other writers if not from myself.

			Soon, Zahra and others discovered her own talent for writing, and she planned to transfer to an editorial position.

			“Would you be interested in taking over my job as a bookkeeper at the paper?” she asked me.

			I had no more business being a bookkeeper than I had being a sportswriter, but she vouched for me and said she knew I could do the job.

			“Bookkeeping isn’t rocket science,” she told me. “You can do that and also sell ads.”

			She then explained that the paper was creating a business manager position. That meant that I could earn not only a salary but a commission. That year, I brought in thousands of dollars in advertising revenue for the school newspaper. That was the greatest sense of achievement I had experienced before I earned the money for the car that became the down payment on my first condo.

			But this was community college, and when one or two young people make a lot of money, that raises the eyebrows of the other workers who do not. My income dramatically increased from earning a $200 stipend. Before long, I guessed I had probably run my course, and I began to transition out of that job.

			By then, I was eighteen, and I was hired as a courier for Custom House Courtesy Exchange. At the same time, I also started a retail job for HomeSense, an off-price home furnishings chain operated by TJX and similar to TJ Maxx.

			My first paycheck went to my mom. By the age of seventeen, I was paying rent to her. Something had changed, though. I had discovered the difference between getting a paycheck and creating money for yourself by building relationships. When you work for someone else, that someone else is controlling your paycheck, I realized. As an entrepreneur, only you create your paycheck.

			Selling advertising was a lot easier and more profitable than putting in retail hours or slaving at the computer, trying to write articles about sports. My experiences taught me the value of using my human capital. As I soon learned, the entrepreneurial spirit is strong in the United States. The more I started leaning toward that entrepreneurial approach, the more seriously I considered relocating to take advantage of growth opportunities.

			In a 2013 article for Forbes, serial entrepreneur Kevin Ready wrote, “Get out at Enough, and move on to the projects that have life-defining meaning, even if that means leaving money on the table.”1

			I wrote this book to teach you—regardless of your age—how to use my Can-Do approach to real estate, but making a lot of money isn’t everything. It’s just another goal on your checklist.

			Regardless of how little your cash flow and how large your dreams, you need to have intentions and a sense of purpose. As a young man, I listened to many positive speakers and motivators. From then on, what drove me was helping others and having a portfolio of properties. Owning land gives you a whole new sense of financial viability, something my mom figured out long before I did. Sure, owning property was also a nice ego stroke, and it felt good. The second thing that was really important was making my family’s life a little easier. My mom had worked so hard for as long as I could remember, and part of my driving force was putting her in a position where she could live with a little less pressure and a lot more peace of mind. That was and still is really important to me.

			Every year, I look at what we have acquired and where I can potentially take that. As the company has grown, our goals continue to be providing affordable accommodations for those in need. I always had those intentions, and even from a young age, I donated to such causes. Now I’m proud to be able to carry out that early vision. For some entrepreneurs, it’s all about making your life great and not worrying about anything else around you. That won’t bring you much satisfaction. My intention is about making life better for the people around me.
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