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A Note from the Author

This is a true story. I have changed the names of certain individuals and institutions (including multinational corporations) out of a sense of respect for those who value their privacy and did not intend to be the focus of this narrative—people who wish simply to live quiet lives—and in the case of certain corporate entities, to protect myself from those with a penchant for litigation.
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A matter that makes people laugh in one place, makes people wail someplace else.

—Traditional Twi Proverb


FOREWORD
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Taste the Chocolate

You may have eaten chocolate all your life. But chances are you have never tasted it. That’s a shame, because chocolate is one of life’s great pleasures and one of society’s permissible vices. So, let’s stop and taste the chocolate.

First, check the label to see where the chocolate bar has been manufactured. Ask most people where good chocolate comes from and they will say Switzerland or, if they fancy themselves especially posh, France or Belgium.

A bar of Omanhene chocolate says, “Made in Ghana.”

Now look at the list of ingredients. You should be able to pronounce everything on the list. Remember, fine dark chocolate contains only four ingredients: cocoa liquor (the intense, bitter, nonalcoholic essence of the cocoa bean); cocoa butter (a flavorless, odorless fat that imparts the smoothness or “mouthfeel” to the chocolate bar); sugar; and a trace amount of lecithin, a soy-based substance that looks like molasses and acts as an emulsifier—that is, it binds the cocoa liquor and cocoa butter together, and keeps them from separating. If you’re tasting milk chocolate, then yes, in addition to the four main ingredients, it should contain milk. But that’s it. There should be no colorings, no chemicals, no artificial ingredients of any kind.

Let the bar come to room temperature, then unwrap it. Observe the color of the chocolate. Milk chocolates tend toward lighter café au lait or caramel colors, and dark chocolates are, well, darker in color—deep, luxurious browns. Be wary of colors that simply don’t look natural or appropriate. There shouldn’t be a white powder or “bloom” on the surface of the chocolate. Bloom occurs when the cocoa liquor and cocoa butter separate, and the butter has risen to the surface of the bar. The physics of chocolate is such that the liquor and butter exhibit a sort of culinary entropy; over time they want to separate with the conspicuousness of oil and vinegar.

Now, using both hands, take the bar between the thumb and forefinger at opposite ends, and briskly snap the bar in half. Listen. Fine chocolate should give a satisfying snap. Study the fault line along the break: the chocolate face should be smooth. You don’t want the chocolate to crumble. Neither should it be unduly soft.

Smell the chocolate. Inhale along the surface of the break. The aroma should be pleasing. It should smell like cocoa. If you try comparing several different chocolate bars at one sampling, you likely will notice quite a difference in aromas. What you don’t want, though, is any sort of chemical or plastic smell—or a curious lack of aroma altogether.

Fine chocolate melts at body temperature. This indicates that the chocolatier hasn’t skimped on cocoa butter, one of the most expensive ingredients in a chocolate bar. If you hold the chocolate in your hand for a minute or so, you should notice that it begins to melt. This body-temperature melting point is a key sign of quality. Some chocolate makers substitute a bit of vegetable oil or other types of fat to save money, and this will change the telltale melting point.

Now you are ready to taste the chocolate. Bite off a corner of the bar. Hold this morsel on your tongue for a moment before chewing, and gently press it against the roof of your mouth. You want the sharp corners of your chocolate fragment to begin to soften. Again, fine chocolate melts at body temperature, and the chocolate should begin to dissolve just slightly on your tongue.

Now chew it. Taste is entirely subjective; texture is not. You should not feel a waxy presence on the roof of your mouth, nor should the texture be especially granular. Smoothness is key. A creamy texture is another indication that the chocolatier hasn’t skimped on cocoa butter.

Savor the chocolate. Do you sense a slight, subtle, fruity aftertaste? Especially fresh, natural chocolate will result in an aftertaste that may hint of tart raspberries, say, or the piquancy of currants. Very fresh beans, not having been subjected to a six-week ocean voyage before processing as they transit from West Africa, for example, to Switzerland, naturally possess that fruity grace note. They contain no artificial flavors—because they do not need them.

Now you know …
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The one who told his mates the liver of the bush cow is a delicacy, must partake in the feast.



“We must pay the forerunner the honor due to him.”


CHAPTER 1
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The Omanhene Idea

I have a chocolate company in Africa, near the foot of the Mampong Hills. I named it the Omanhene Cocoa Bean Company; Omanhene is the word in Twi, one of the major languages in Ghana, for “paramount chief” or “king.” Our production facility squats forlornly in what’s known as the Tema Heavy Industrial Area, in the artificially created port city of Tema, in Ghana, West Africa. The name alone tells you much about the history of the area. Tema was transformed during Ghana’s ebullient, post-independence era of the late 1950s and early 1960s, when Five-Year Economic Plans heisted from the Soviet Union were all the fashion, and many senior Ghanaian ministers were treated to advanced degrees in Marxist-Leninist dialectics from Moscow University. Dredging a new deepwater port out of the shifting fluvio-deltaic sands of the Bight of Benin was not too ambitious a plan for a country brimming with optimism and postcolonial swagger.

That was a long time ago. Ghana was the Black Star of Africa, and heartily sick of kowtowing to Her Majesty. For savvy, charismatic Kwame Nkrumah—one of the Big Six, those dapper, London educated gents who became the founders of modern Ghana—Pan-Africanism wasn’t big enough. Nkrumah was a principal advocate for the Non-Aligned Movement, that sprawling collection of postcolonial countries that found purpose and profit trafficking between the United States and the Soviet Union—like children of divorced parents, trying to curry favor and play the one off the other for financial and emotional well-being. I’m being only a bit cynical. Nkrumah famously said, “We look neither to the right nor to the left. We look forward.” But he certainly enjoyed courting favors from both sides. Since Ghana’s independence, the very word “Nkrumah” has commandeered a casual, imprecise ubiquity in modern speech. Nkrumah this. Nkrumah that. To this day, people still debate which current Ghanaian presidential candidate is the true Nkrumist (never “Nkrumah-ist” for some reason), as if we could ever know.

I am skeptical—and tired, frankly—of companies that claim to make the best chocolate or use the best cocoa beans, as if this were something that can be tested objectively or quantitatively. The word “best” rings hollow. Taste is subjective. Attributes of chocolate that connoisseurs adore may hold only passing regard to me. Still—and please indulge me here—it is fair to say that by many accounts, Ghana indeed grows some of the world’s finest cocoa beans. They often fetch a premium over the benchmark Ivory Coast standard when traded on the international cocoa exchanges in London and New York. That’s a quantitative measure of value. The venerable Financial Times some years ago touted Ghana as growing “the finest cocoa in the world,” an endorsement by a respected, independent, honest broker. Not only does Ghana grow cocoa that is very good, it grows lots of it. Ghana has traded places, over the decades, with its Francophone sibling, Ivory Coast, as the largest exporter of cocoa beans on the planet.

Mention the word “cartel” and most people think of OPEC, the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries, and the way it has, for most of its existence, skillfully manipulated the price of oil. Contrary to popular perceptions, OPEC includes countries as far removed from the Middle East as Ecuador; it comprises twelve countries that together control some 34 percent of the world’s oil supply. Put another way, 66 percent of the world’s petroleum lies outside of OPEC. The cartel does not control even half of the world’s oil reserves.

Contrast petroleum with cocoa. Just two countries, Ghana and Ivory Coast, together account for a tad over 64 percent of the world’s supply of cocoa. I’ve suggested, only half-jokingly, to the Ghana Cocoa Board (the national, quasi-ministry responsible for maximizing cocoa revenues and safeguarding the nation’s cocoa industry) that the two countries should mend their postcolonial cocoa rivalry and behave more like a cartel, if they are serious about raising the wages of West African cocoa farmers. Happily, for chocolate consumers, no one at the Ghana Cocoa Board has taken my advice. As it is, Ghana (a former British colony) and Ivory Coast (Côte d’Ivoire, a former French colony) are locked in an annual competitive struggle to outdo each other for the crown of world’s largest cocoa grower. This bilateral cocoa rivalry plays right into the hands of Big Cocoa, the three largest multinational cocoa processors: Roissy-Doucette, MacFinn, and V.S. Hope & Company. These corporations love nothing more than to see the two largest cocoa-growing countries engaged in a mad race to overproduce—an exercise that ultimately drives down the world price for raw cocoa beans, regardless of origin.

Truth be told, Ghana cocoa beans differ slightly from those exported from Ivory Coast. In most cases, a cocoa processor first needs to dry and clean Ivoirian cocoa beans, while beans from Ghana can go straight to roasting, since the Ghana Cocoa Board requires their top tier beans to be dried and cleaned prior to marketing them to customers.

But for decades, despite all this focus on growing cocoa in Ghana, there was almost no recognition of moving up the cocoa value chain and making confectionery from the nation’s cocoa bean supply. Here was the paradox: Ghana, one of the two largest cocoa-growing countries in the world, produced no finished chocolate.

To be precise, when I started my company in 1991, Ghana produced almost no finished chocolate. The chocolate that had been attempted in Ghana was roundly acknowledged as some of the world’s worst and had failed to sustain exports to any high-end consumer market. It was rumored to contain paraffin to keep it from melting in the Ghanaian heat. A pound of high-quality chocolate sells at a price many times that of a pound of raw cocoa beans, yet over the course of many decades, instead of producing quality chocolate, Ghana was content to sell its raw cocoa beans to processors and chocolatiers in Switzerland, Belgium, France, the Netherlands, and the United States.

Switzerland makes fine chocolate, of course, but how many cocoa trees grow in Zurich? In the vocabulary of the eighteenth-century economist David Ricardo, what competitive advantage does Switzerland enjoy, that Ghana could not more credibly assert? Comparative advantage in the realm of international trade is simply an admonition to do what you do best, and trade for the rest. It is a plea for companies and countries to identify those attributes that make them unique—and by “unique” Ricardo meant truly one-of-a-kind, if possible—and exploit those attributes in the marketplace. From an economist’s point of view, there is no compelling economic reason, no underlying competitive advantage, why Hershey, Pennsylvania, is home to a large chocolate company. It is located very far from any cocoa farms, and it is an ocean away from the companies that historically have manufactured the machinery that converts raw cocoa into chocolate.

Consequently, my business began with a simple question: Why shouldn’t Ghana make its own chocolate? I believed that Ghana should reap a bigger share of the downstream profits derived from its much-admired commodity. Though Ghana seemed content to sell beans for pennies a pound instead of making chocolate that sells for several dollars a pound, I believed strongly that Ghana could and should move up the cocoa value chain.

Ghana could truly make a fresher, more compelling chocolate by seizing its climatological and topographical advantage for growing cocoa. The country starts with an enviable, unassailable raw-material advantage over its Alpine competitors, whose climate is singularly inhospitable to the cultivation of cocoa trees. But an ascent of the cocoa value chain would require that Ghana procure both specialized production knowledge and machinery, both of which, happily enough, are available (at a price) and portable: you can hire experienced chocolatiers and fly them to Ghana, and you can likewise import German-built conches and roller mills. If you assemble all these components in Ghana, you could make chocolate with a unique value proposition—freshness—that should be competitive in the global market. And, according to economists, once you’ve achieved this result, then you ought to forgo other less-remunerative agricultural or manufacturing efforts and press your competitive advantage hard.

Thus the notion of comparative advantage in international trade, if taken literally, is both intellectually provocative and almost certainly politically untenable. Does it truly make sense to bet the farm on a single industry, no matter how lucrative? What about allocation of risk? Shouldn’t a national economy bet on several industries, rather than just one? But to ignore the lesson of uniqueness in comparative advantage is to miss the opportunity to create long-term prosperity.

I raised this issue at a meeting of the World Economic Forum on Africa, in 2011. The panelists were discussing the importance of food security in each country—a topic that held an undeniably populist appeal. Who could possibly be against food security?

To achieve food security, some countries subsidized the growing of certain food crops that were not the sort of crops that could be easily or efficiently grown in their countries. The crops might require extensive irrigation, which upset best-practice land use, or they compelled a diversion of natural watersheds, causing other ancillary harms. Almost certainly, pursuit of such policy required a heavy government subsidy, one that would eventually prove economically unsustainable over time. So far as I could tell, “food security” seemed to be defined by most countries as “growing as much of your food domestically as you can, regardless of the cost or subsidy required.” Such thinking struck me as a rebuke to the notion of global trade and its many benefits. At the question period, I made my way to the microphone.

“What if,” I asked, “an African country made such wondrous chocolate that it captured significant foreign exchange revenues? Imagine that this country’s chocolate sold abroad with great success, leading to a surplus account denominated in hard currencies—a surplus so formidable that the country could now afford to import rice and other foodstuffs instead of trying to grow them domestically? Isn’t that a better, more economically sustainable result than trying to promote food security via artificial price supports?”

I’m transfixed by the idea of comparative advantage in all its implications. Switzerland, Germany, and Italy have excelled in cocoa-processing technology. They bend and polish stainless steel into the marvelous roller mills and ribbon blenders that coax cocoa beans into finished chocolate. They fabricate the jacketed kettles known as conches that gently warm the chalky cocoa mass over the course of many hours—days even—into luxurious molten chocolate. These Alpine countries are home to the companies that make the machines that make the chocolate. And hence, these countries also became adept at making chocolate itself. But these processing machines, once built, could be transported anywhere on the globe. Rarely, however, had they been purchased by companies willing to make chocolate in those tropical countries where cocoa is physically grown—where, I believe, the comparative (and thereby competitive) advantage resides. And when cocoa-processing machinery is placed in an origin country, the investors rarely try to craft finished chocolate designed for export markets. Why not, I wondered?

Somehow globalism as practiced during Africa’s colonial scramble had devalued the natural advantages that should have been enjoyed by many African countries, rendering these countries mere repositories of raw materials awaiting exploitation by processors located throughout the globe. Africa had become the pantry for the world, a place where more enterprising nations abroad could stock their shelves with bauxite, gold, uranium, petroleum, rubber, diamonds, sugar, and cocoa.

“Globalism” shouldn’t be a dirty word, I thought. Globalism once held promise. The algorithm was straightforward. Geographic competitive advantage (derived from the global scarcity of certain natural resources), when combined with education and technology, should hold some hope for creating enduring national wealth.

So I began my chocolate journey by thinking about globalization. Omanhene, though laughably smaller than many of our competitors, nonetheless competes in a global economy, and we have fashioned our company, very deliberately, to address head-on some of the most vexing issues surrounding globalization.

We recognize that the world is undergoing rapid globalization, but is globalization a good thing or bad? Just a generation or three ago, there was widespread agreement that nationalism, militarism, and expansionism led to the atrocities of World War II. To countries large and small, rich and poor, globalization appeared to be an antidote—perhaps the only antidote—to the abyss of war.

The Marshall Plan can be viewed as an unprecedented globalization effort to rebuild a broken and bankrupt Europe using US government funds, in the belief that economic prosperity and economic interdependence were the best ways to assure that war would be the choice of last resort when it came to solving international disputes. Think of the Marshall Plan as a global stimulus package, as deficit spending writ large for purposes of global economic recovery. Charged words perhaps in today’s incendiary political environment, but in retrospect the Marshall Plan was worth every penny.

Today, however, globalization is shorthand for economic exploitation—a sort of “take it or leave it” economic determinism wherein a small country must accede to the demands of a large, multinational corporation. Why? Because that multinational might well have more economic value than the entire GDP of that small country, and consequently the small country acquiesces to the demands of the multinational, or else it won’t have any foreign direct investment whatsoever. Walmart, after all, had gross revenues of some $486 billion in 2015, making it a far larger economic enterprise than the entire nation of Ghana, with its GDP of just about $32 billion in 2015. By this measure, Walmart is an economic engine over ten times the size of Ghana. Widespread frustration with the perceived exploitative influence of multinationals culminated in 1999, when massive public protests disrupted the World Trade Organization meeting in Seattle.

We had come full circle in the span of just fifty-four years, from 1945 to 1999. The word “globalization” changed meaning entirely—it changed from a positive force that underpinned the Marshall Plan to a menacing one that threatened jobs.

It is in this historical context that Omanhene was founded, as a multinational company that aspires to serve as a force of global good. All this goes for naught, however, if you don’t produce a fairly-priced, delicious chocolate bar or a tin of hot cocoa drink mix that people will buy more than once. For me, economic viability over time is the very definition of sustainability.

So, I’d like to revisit my old friend David Ricardo and discern just what competitive advantage—other than exoticism and novelty—I might assert in the highly competitive global chocolate marketplace.

Crafting chocolate in a cocoa-growing country of origin provides a freshness advantage that legacy chocolate companies abroad simply cannot replicate. These European and American producers have to acquire raw cocoa beans, fumigate them, stuff them into the dark hold of a steamship, and subject the beans to a monthlong ocean voyage before processing them into chocolate. Our comparative advantage rests on freshness and authenticity.

The story of Omanhene is still very much a work in progress. I am not ashamed of this. I am not especially proud of it, either. It took more years than I care to admit before I stopped the incessant, daily worrying that nagged at me like a microeconomic harpy taunting me from my shoulder: “You will run out of money in two weeks! MacFinn will bury you! M&M Mars will copy everything you’ve done, and they’ll do it better, faster, and cheaper! You think you can transform a nation’s economy, do you? Such hubris!”

It took so many years to achieve positive cash flow that any venture capitalist would have bailed on the Omanhene project, executing their remorseless five- or seven-year “exit strategy,” to use their sanitized nomenclature for quitting. So this is not going to be a book about the founding of the company per se. That book implies a sense of temporal certitude—a beginning, a middle, and an end—that does not seem truthful to the journey I’ve undertaken. That book would require me to rewrite history, and I won’t do that. So this story covers the early years of what would become The Omanhene Cocoa Bean Company. It was a tumultuous, exasperating, and exhilarating period. It almost cost me my home, my wife (how perilously close it came to unraveling my marriage, I may never know), my sense of humor, my credibility (whatever that was worth), and, to quote Mr. Thomas Jefferson, my sacred honor. It was a helluva time. I wouldn’t trade it for the world.

I didn’t get into the chocolate business because I grew up eating a lot of chocolate. Nor did I start the company because I needed a capstone project for an MBA—indeed, I never went to business school. I went to law school, and for two years I practiced tax law in Washington, DC. I was miserable. But I soon left the firm, returned to my hometown of Milwaukee, and began working in the family wholesale T-shirt business, a low-margin enterprise in a brutally competitive market. Sensing that the company would soon face blistering competition from larger out-of-state competitors as a wave of consolidation racked the industry, I suggested we sell the business. I effectively told my father to put me out of a job. He took me up on my offer. I was twenty-nine years old.

And so, with time on my hands, I kept returning—the way you pull a favorite book off the shelf again and again—to memories of a remarkable summer, in a faraway country I hadn’t seen in fourteen years.



[image: images]

[image: images]ho[image: images] ani akεseakε, nanso enhunu [image: images]man mu asεm.

The big eyes of a stranger nevertheless do not permit them to see everything in their new abode.



“The perception of the foreigner is never perfect.”


CHAPTER 2
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The Summer of 1978

The desert, some thirty-eight thousand feet below, seemed a casual, khaki joke. From this height, the Sahara was an expanse of undifferentiated sand dunes and hillocks, rock and wadi, as far as I could see. Holed up in the cabin of the jumbo jet, I felt the rise of claustrophobia—my personal shame. My heart raced, my stomach a cauldron of microwaved fondue and V8 juice. I popped up from my seat and scanned the fuselage looking for the emergency exit. Not that I’d actually do anything, but it helped to know I could.

My panic dissipated. Hours later, the jet heaved forward like a breaching whale, and we descended into Accra. As the plane gently rolled sideways, lining up its approach, I saw sections of the city spread out beneath us—streetlights, modest-sized buildings, and the headlamps of cars—points of light as random as raindrops. For so many hours, the high altitude exerted its aerodynamic sleight of hand; we seemed to hang motionless in the sky. Relative speed (or lack of it) masked the forward motion of the plane. Now, the wing lurched up and down, the displaced clouds confessing our speed as the plane accelerated earthward. Gilbert and Sullivan’s HMS Pinafore played on channel three. I couldn’t help but hum along as I pictured the cast raising their arms in Britannic triumphalism: “He remains an Englishman! He remains an-Eh-eh-eh-eh-eh-eh-eh-eh-Englishman!”

The airport in Accra bore a passing resemblance to news clips I’d seen of Entebbe, my only frame of reference for African airports. The wan lighting, the low-set cement structures, paint worn thin by the equatorial heat, rusting fifty-five-gallon oil drums stacked near a terminal building set with jalousie windows, their glass louvers caked with dust. KOTOKA INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT was rendered along an exterior wall in large plastic letters, in a font so pedestrian that you couldn’t help but wonder if anyone considered the value of using a more modern typeface simply to create an image of progress.

We nosed up to an Aeroflot jet, a tri-engine Tupolev, the Bolshevik Boeing. Détente on the tarmac. The door opened, and the oppressive heat hit me, even though the hour was late and the sun had set long ago. I’d never been to Ghana before, never felt anything like this anywhere. My response was astonishment, combined with a frisson of fear. How will I breathe? Can I bear this heat?

I paused at the top of the staircase and removed my powder-blue Camp Chippewa windbreaker, tying it about my waist, pulling the sleeves tight so the jacket wouldn’t slip down. A Ghanaian woman with a clipboard reached for my crotch and violently tried to undo the knot, pulling off my jacket. “Ei, silly boy! What are you doing? Take that off.”

I pulled back, shocked. Was she a thief? Why was she so angry? Why did a thief have a clipboard? A flashbulb popped. A journalist took my picture and asked for my name. What had I done?

Welcome to Ghana.

I made my way down the gangway, confused. Even the aircraft struggled to breathe in this heat, its engines sucking the tropical air, turbines spinning slowly down. The jet’s chilled aluminum skin, frozen after six and a half hours at high altitude, drew moisture from the humid air and deposited it in small puddles around the fuselage. Every engine nacelle, fuselage rivet, wheel hub, and pitot tube was bejeweled in tiny droplets of water.

So this is what summer is like in equatorial Africa. Before leaving home, I’d done enough research to know that the climate in Ghana was different: low temperatures in Ghana were, on average, in the mid-70s—pretty much the summertime average high in Milwaukee. And I knew better than to expect jungle landscapes, like real-life Rousseau paintings, especially not in the city of Accra. But the riot of vegetation astonished me; greenery flourished, cascading over every wall, the scent of it perfumed the warm air around me. In the darkness, I could see the harsh fluorescent lights of Accra punctuating the cubist silhouettes of compact, leaden buildings that seemed to crouch close to the ground, even the ones that were several stories high. Milwaukee, with its proud Midwestern tradition of first-rate architecture preserved in many parts of town, seemed a far taller city. Yet there was a muscular energy here in Accra, one I couldn’t define, and only part of it emanated from me. The whole airport seemed to vibrate and bustle, accompanied by loud voices in languages I didn’t understand. It was thrilling—and I could tell I’d have trouble getting to sleep that night.
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