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  The bright neon lights of predawn Hong Kong jumped out from the narrow streets and alleyways, embracing the plane as we banked in low at a surprisingly sharp angle. Kai Tak Airport was carved out of the middle of the city, a single-lane runway protruding into the harbor. As the wheels touched down with a heavy jolt, reality set in. I was twenty-four, arriving in Asia for the first time with no job or specific plan other than to try to capitalize on the economic boom that was unfolding in the most populated part of the world.

  Up until six months ago, I’d been working as a financial analyst in the European headquarters of MacDermid Inc., an American chemical company based in a small German town, and had been on a long, slow track toward becoming a financial controller. Fed up, I had left Germany in hopes of finding a power job on Wall Street—only to see those hopes crushed when America slumped into the recession of 1992. But there was a silver lining. As Wall Street and Main Street slashed at their workforces and masses of young graduates joined the ranks of the unemployed, all the business journals were writing of the great fortunes being made in the burgeoning Far East. Serendipitously, I had also been reading James Clavell’s novel Noble House, a highdrama story of intrigue, business deals, and romance, all exotically played out in modern-day Hong Kong.

  I was now simultaneously running away from failure and running toward something unknown but exciting. A recession in America, some media hype, and a novel I’d picked up randomly had sent me on a journey around the world.

  As our plane taxied to the docking station, I was overcome by a pungent odor. A pretty flight attendant, acknowledging my reaction, explained that Hong Kong translates into English as “fragrant harbor”; this sweet scent was due to millions of people flushing untreated sewage into the sea.

  It was six thirty in the morning and the airport was packed. Representatives of just about every nation in the world were milling about—Africans wearing colorful robes, Indians in saris, Chinese, Europeans, and Americans. I had always naively considered that Asia was a single place and Asians were one people, but I was now starting to appreciate the widely varying features, skin tones, builds, and fashions. I was fascinated by the different faces and studied them all as I waited in the long immigration line. Finally I got to the head of the queue. The officer took my passport and eyed me briefly, flipping through the pages. He stamped it, kerchunk, and passed it back without expression. I flipped to the page and looked down: FEB. 22, 1993—HONG KONG.

  Baggage in hand, I approached a set of large sliding doors. As they opened, a crescendo of chatter from beyond enveloped me, only to leave me ensconced in silence a moment later as they smoothly slid closed. Taking a deep breath, I staggered through the doors and descended into a sea of people searching for their connections amid a snarled traffic jam of carts. Strange faces stared at me pointedly as I inched, bumped, and jostled through the mob, totally overwhelmed.

  I exited the frigid terminal, a suffocating wave of humidity fogging my glasses. I then propelled myself blindly past the taxi line, a herd of people pushing and maneuvering their way along caged aisles like cattle in a slaughtering pen. Avoiding the crush and keeping to the right, I searched for the bus stands per the instructions of Topher Neumann, a friend of a friend who had agreed to put me up when I arrived. I eventually found the A10 that would bring me to Causeway Bay, our designated meeting place.

  The thirty-minute journey felt like five as the hydraulic doors gasped open and I was ejected onto the busy streets in front of the Lee Garden Hotel. My fellow passengers dispersed and I stood alone—suitcase and black leather briefcase at my feet, absorbing the tropical humidity on this unseasonably warm day, sunlight dancing off my eyeballs. As I searched the crowd with squinted eyes and a jet-lagged brain, I tried to call up an image of Topher from my vague high school memories and considered for the first time: What happens if he doesn’t show up? There was no plan B. I’d flown here from my hometown of Pittsburgh on a one-way mileage ticket I had scrounged off my father.

  The crowds continued to amass and the temperature steadily rose as I kept searching for Topher with one eye on my bags. Finally a tall white guy with tousled brown hair wearing a T-shirt, shorts, and flipflops came loping through the crowded streets, his head bobbing above the locals. He was coming straight for me, the sweaty white guy holding a blue blazer. I smiled.

  “Welcome to Hong Kong!” he announced exultantly. “You made it!”
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  I followed Topher through the streets to his apartment. I had imagined that in Hong Kong, a British colony, expats lived in old colonial buildings, where they sat on balconies in rattan chaise lounges under whirling ceiling fans, avoiding the heat while sipping cocktails and exchanging the news of the day. That image started to dissolve as Topher led me through the throngs of people busily worrying around Causeway Bay, one of the most densely populated parts of Hong Kong and in fact the world. We then meandered through a couple of alleys and approached a well-weathered fifteen-story apartment building that took up most of one city block. The entrance was a long hallway coated with peeling white paint and lined with hawker stands selling refrigerated drinks alongside interesting-looking tubs and bins of food. Inhaling a musty mix of fish, cooked meat, and automobile exhaust fumes, I walked by a bucket of shelled raw oysters sitting on the floor, a pile of goop in a plastic pail. I was mesmerized by the sights, sounds, and smells. The locals gawked at us as if we were from another planet while we heaved my bag down toward the elevator. The building was not appealing at all on the outside, but the ninth-floor flat was roomy and comfortable. I learned that the older buildings like this one are much more spacious and convenient than the newer ones built when land was very dear during the 1970s and ’80s property boom, a trend that has continued until today. Topher, presumably with the permission of his flatmates Ian Edgar and Bernie McGuire, had invited me to stay on their couch until I got settled. We sat together sharing a coffee. Bernie was a tall, good-looking Texan who worked in finance for a Chinese chemical company. Ian was a classic New England prep school kid with fair skin and reddish blond hair who worked for the American Chamber of Commerce.

  “What’s the plan?” Bernie asked with a touch of a southern drawl. As in, How long are you staying? Ian sat nearby listening intently, slouched in a comfortable chair, chewing some snuff. Ahhhh. The plan. . . Good question, I thought.

  “The plan is to figure out the lay of the land, find an apartment, and get a job. Once I figure out what’s what, I’m hoping to start a business,” I stated confidently.

  “Great,” Bernie replied. “Here are the help-wanted pages and the Property Post. ” Ian spit some snuff into an empty Coke can, gazing at the floor. I was grateful for Bernie’s assistance, though aware it was a gentle nudge toward the door.

  The apartment was located on Haven Street, which Ian, fluent in Chinese, explained is called Hay Won Guy in the local Cantonese dialect. If you translate hay won back to English it means “promising cloud”; guy just means “small street.” Ian, a bit of a mystic as well as a Sinophile, felt the name was very auspicious.

  It was thus on Promising Cloud Street that I got my start. It was all very exciting though I was totally exhausted. I had somehow made it around the world, met up with a guy I barely knew, and begun a life in a country I knew nothing about. I wasn’t sure exactly where I was going, but I was certainly moving fast!
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  I used those first days and early mornings to wander out into the streets and try to get perspective on the city. One morning, while walking through the crowds, I passed an alleyway between two gleaming new office towers. People wearing shorts, sweaty tank top undershirts, and sandals were sitting on plastic stools underneath an awning, hunched over bowls of noodles and rice vigorously slurping and stuffing their mouths with their chopsticks. The similarly dressed cook stood in front of his portable burner and wok, shouting grumpily back and forth with his patrons. Everybody chatted loudly in what appeared to be spirited arguments interspersed with bursts of toothy guffawing. I learned this is referred to as a dai pai dong (traditional food hawker stand), and that this great local tradition is slowly being crowded out by the expanding city.

  The next day I rode the aboveground city tram, a hundred-yearold form of public transportation that is referred to as the ding-ding because of the bell it rings when pushing through crowds of people. I took it from terminus to terminus to try to get a better sense of my new surroundings. Sitting in an upstairs window seat, I watched with amazement as the chaotic city below slowly passed me by.

  Though I was spellbound by these new life experiences, the locals didn’t really seem to think my arrival was such a big deal. I had expected them to be as curious about me as I was about them. That was a bit naive. I was just another oddity walking down the street, getting in their way. Hong Kong suffers from a fairly understandable phenomenon: Pile people on top of one another, mix in some sweltering humidity, and smiles disappear. I don’t judge them negatively for that reason. There are as many good people in Hong Kong as in New York or London and equally as many bastards, sharks, and nasty old ladies. Okay, maybe Hong Kong has a few more nasty old ladies. I once tried to help one pushing a loaded dolly up a hill and she yelled at me. From then on, I considered old ladies fair game in the battle to get where I needed to go.

  Now that I was settled and orient-ed, pardon the pun, Topher, Bernie, and Ian introduced me to their favorite neighborhood spa, a Chinese bathhouse named New Paradise. We traipsed down Lockhart Road from the apartment, dodging the drippings from the old air conditioners that cling precariously to the sides of most buildings. Once I took a quick left through the frosted-glass doors of New Paradise, the peppery smell of burning incense hit me immediately. By the base of the staircase that leads guests up to the reception lobby, there was a green ceramic goldfish pond with a fountain in the middle, half a dozen large colorful carp swimming about.

  “Goldfish ponds are very important for feng shui,” Ian explained. “Fish, or yue in Cantonese, represent surplus, and surplus gold is a good thing. Also, water, soi in Cantonese, symbolizes money—so goldfish ponds are very popular. ”This pond seemed to be working, as New Paradise was doing a thriving business.

  We ascended the stairs, and two middle-aged reception ladies dressed in red cheongsams gave out a startling yell. I wasn’t exactly sure what they said but guessed it was something like “FOUR WHITE GUYS!” We entered the locker room and were each given a pair of slippers, a towel, and a locker key. I got key number 14.

  Bernie laughed. “Nice number. They would never give that key to a Chinese guy.” He explained in more detail. “The number 4, or say in Cantonese, is the number symbolizing death. Number 10 or sup means ‘definitely.’ Sup say, or 14, means you’re definitely dead meat.”

  Certain locker numbers were reserved for regulars. Eight, 18—any number with an 8—is considered lucky, as baht, meaning 8 in Cantonese, also sounds like the word for “rich.” I would learn over time that this obsession with numbers is very serious. Apartments on the fourth floor trade at a discount, and people pay huge premiums to get license plates for their cars with auspicious numeric combinations.

  We disrobed and moved down a musty carpeted hallway into a tile-clad wet room. It included searing-hot and freezing-cold baths, overwhelming steam rooms, saunas, and a scrub table. This was the real deal, not some sissy spa. We grabbed a quick shower and then worked slowly into the hot tub.

  “Dang! It’s hot today,” Bernie said. “I think we’re cookin’.”

  When he stood up, he had a red line across his chest delineating the water’s surface, the red meat below starting to puff out. Ian and I stood and compared matching lines. We were cooking.

  The boldest locals rolled directly from the hot tub into the freezing-cold tub, exhaling loudly in the form of a moan as their hot skin met the icy water. They then repeated the process back and forth. Bernie, showing his bravado, followed their routine. I was not joining them; seemed like a recipe for a heart attack to me. Ian, ever the professor, explained: “The Chinese have a saying, Fu how leung yok, or ‘The most bitter medicine is the best medicine.’ Pain means that the bad energy is leaving your body. So that’s a good thing.” I was getting a beginner’s education on the complexity of Chinese thinking along with my bath and massage.

  Sitting in the tubs and observing the other patrons, it was evident to me that this was not a tourist destination. Many of the guests were heavily tattooed, it was explained, with the symbols of local triads or criminal gangs. There we sat, four American prep school kids soaking in the tubs with the local businessmen and a few gangsters. We could not have looked more out of place. One other Western guy walked by on his way to the showers. He gave us a knowing nod, as in, Ah, you found this place, too, but that was it. This was no place for socializing. I am also not one for walking up to another naked guy and introducing myself.

  After the wet room, we put on shorts and robes and headed to the tearoom, where we were served tea and snacks by ladies in tan uniforms as we read the papers and watched horse racing. Ear cleaning was also available, but not even Bernie opted for that. Once we settled in, the mama-san came by to arrange women for our massages. She held a piece of paper with a list of numbers, each representing a masseuse.

  “Take numma seventeen. She good massage. Or how bout thirty-two? She available now. Othawise you wait!”

  The guys had their favorite numbers booked in advance, but I followed the mama-san’s recommendation and we were brought upstairs for a fifty-minute massage, referred to as a one-hour massage. No matter how they did the math, it was cheap—about thirty bucks for the full use of the spa, as well as tea, toast, and massage. The massage was not the soothing Swedish type, though. It involved pinching, kneading, jabbing, and pounding. Remember, pain is important for good health. I was lying there trying to relax when out of the corner of my eye I saw my rather rotund masseuse climbing up onto the table, wood creaking as she prepared to walk on my back. Must be good busi- ness for the local chiropractors, I thought, exhaling with a mighty sigh as she dug her toes into my spine. The three of us were in one big room and the masseuses were jabbering on, disturbing our peace, so Bernie made the ground rules clear. “Hey y’all. No walky! No talky!”

  They got a good laugh out of that.

  “Ay yahhh. No walky! No talky! Heee heee heee,” my masseuse chortled.

  I left the bathhouse that day with my newfound friends, and as we walked back through busy Causeway Bay to the Haven Street apartment I had a revelation. The orientation week is over. It’s time to strike out on my own and see what opportunities are out there.
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  I soon found a shared flat through an ad in the South China Morning Post. The apartment was in the Midlevels, an expensive neighborhood lined with luxury high-rises halfway up to the Peak on Hong Kong Island, and my little room would cost about $1,000 a month. The Peak, the neighborhood at the top of the mountain, is the most prestigious, but hey, I was halfway there. The clincher was the address: 18th floor, No. 8 Robinson Road. Knowing the number 8 was very lucky and powerful and with 8 and 18 in my address, I felt I was getting a good start. With backslapping man-hugs from Topher, Bernie, and Ian, I set off across town.

  My two new roommates and I clicked immediately. One was an entrepreneurial Englishwoman in her early thirties who had a proper accent and was clearly from a privileged background; the other was a wry, Cambridge-educated Englishman in his late twenties who worked for a French waste management company.

  It was a comfortable apartment with nice views, not to mention a bed. The only negative was that it overlooked a construction site that did not break on weekends, and my often hung-over Sunday mornings were greeted with pile driving: Che che Bong! Che che Bong! Che che Bong! But this didn’t really bother me. On the contrary, the noise and crowds were part of the attraction, and I was invigorated by the ever-present development. I hadn’t moved to Hong Kong for peace and quiet.

  Beyond business and construction, Hong Kong was also an incredibly social environment. In fact, life was pretty similar to what I had experienced as a frat boy back in Pennsylvania. Rooftop keg parties were regular affairs, and my diet was atrocious. My core sustenance consisted of Domino’s pizza, Heineken, Coca-Cola, and Pringles for Western food; barbecued pork buns (cha siu bao), pork dumplings (siu mai), and Singapore noodles for Chinese food—a healthy East meets West buffet.

  Even though I was on a tight budget, essentially living off money I had saved from my cushy expat job in Germany and some funds generously granted by my parents, I didn’t feel out of place or out of the mainstream. Luckily, guys in their twenties have similar lifestyles whether they have $10,000 or $10 million. It’s pretty much beer, pizza, and girls. I figured I could get by without much income until I hit thirty, when social norms would likely switch to red wine, beef, and women with expensive tastes. One American girl I met complained bitterly, “Hong Kong is the worst city in the world to meet men. In America, men in their mid-twenties are settling down. You guys just want to party and run around like a bunch of teenagers!”

  This may have been precisely the appeal of Hong Kong to so many single men from around the world. Hong Kong offers youth a little extension.

  Unemployed though I was, I was determined not to be unproductive. I woke up early every morning and did a heavy workout in the gym. I’d spend about an hour on the stationary bicycle, pedaling faster and faster to burn away anxiety and the weight I had gained feasting on Wiener schnitzel and Pils in Germany.

  It would be important to be social in order to build a network, so I decided that I would never turn down an invitation.

  “Badminton eight o’clock Sunday morning?”

  “Absolutely!”

  “Lawn bowling at noon on Saturday?”

  “Why not?”

  I attended the American Chamber of Commerce’s Young Professionals cocktail parties, where I walked up to complete strangers and introduced myself. It was particularly difficult because the typical conversation, yelling over the latest club music, went as follows:

  “Where are you from!?”

  “Pittsburgh!”

  “Where!?”

  “PITTSBURGH, PENNSYLVANIA!”

  “Oh. How long have you been here!?”

  “Two months!”

  “Who are you working for!?”

  “I’m looking for a job!”

  Blank stares. They must have thought, Oh shit. This guy needs help.

  Most people were quite helpful, though, and happily gave out contacts and ideas about who might be hiring, even volunteering the use of their names. Remarkably, the contacts I called were very accessible, much more so than their counterparts in America. Given Hong Kong’s shortage of skilled and trusted employees, it was an “all hands on deck” situation, so sometimes senior executives would answer their own phones and invite me in for coffee to discuss opportunities. Hong Kong was absolutely booming.

  I cold-called, sent out résumés, had some interesting interviews, and at one point felt that a dream job with a Wall Street powerhouse was achievable. Through one of my mother’s tennis partners, I met Jack Wadsworth, the chairman of Morgan Stanley Asia. After seeing his picture on the front page of the South China Morning Post, I promptly placed a call and was invited in for coffee. Lacking a power suit that fit my new svelte figure, I rushed down to a tailor perched on the second floor of a dilapidated building above a noodle shop. Two days later I donned the ill-fitting, rather itchy $300 suit and headed to Morgan Stanley—the big time.

  Mr. Wadsworth’s surprisingly small corner office was within shouting distance of the dealing room where I, like most greedy young kids of my generation, aspired to gain a seat. Though not impressive in size, it had a grand view of the harbor. Barges and loading derricks rushed to and fro; the office buildings and apartments of Kowloon stretched out low between the harbor and Lion Rock Mountain, which loomed in the distance.

  Mr. Wadsworth was standing with his back to me, looking out the window, when I walked in. Sensing my presence, he wheeled around in an animated manner, strode across the room, and clasped my hand firmly. He was robust with a healthy build, I guessed in his late fifties.

  “Call me Jack,” he said in a gruff but friendly voice. Next, he burst into a monologue. “These are exciting times. We’re doin’ well, but when the Chinese open up the futures market, we’re gonna knock the cover off the ball!” he lectured, taking a practice swing with an imaginary baseball bat. “Ya see, Chinese kids have a trading chip implanted in their foreheads at birth. All we’ve gotta do is train ’em up. Have a seat, Stephen. How can I help you?” he asked, dropping into his chair, eyeing me intently.

  “I want to work on a trading floor, but I don’t have that experience. Given the chance, I’m positive I can learn quickly,” I explained. It was an intense moment but, strangely, I wasn’t nervous.

  “Well, Steve, our training program is in New York. If we hire locally, we send people back there for training. Perhaps we have something in the research department,” he offered. “Joe. Hey, Joe. Come here a second,” he shouted over my shoulder and out his open door. “This is Steve Greer. Have a talk with him. Maybe you guys have a position for him in research.” This was the signal that my five minutes with the big man had come to an end.

  Research? Though the thought of a stable paycheck was enticing, I had always thought of myself as a future Master of the Universe—as described in Tom Wolfe’s Bonfire of the Vanities—not a research geek. I didn’t leave Germany and the finance track to end up in research. No back rooms! I want to transact business! I concluded to myself while still smiling calmly on the outside, politely listening to the faceless executive to whom I’d been handed off.

  Back at the perch on Robinson Road, I hung up my new suit, put on shorts, and lapsed into a comfortable tropical sweat, cuddling up on the couch with my best friend, the South China Morning Post. I was feeling somewhat settled, and for some unknown reason confident. If not Master of the Universe bond trader, perhaps entrepreneur, I mused. Now, that had a wonderful ring to it. I just need to come up with an idea. I decided to sleep on it.

  The next morning I awoke in the early dawn to a lone bird’s shrill call, initiating the cacophony of whoops and chirps that every early-morning person in Hong Kong recognizes. Less than a year after leaving Germany and three months after landing in Hong Kong, my mind was clear.

  The job search ends today. I’m going to start a business. I’ll just have to figure out how.
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  After the predawn epiphany in my bedroom at No. 8 Robinson Road, I got down to work. What’s the first thing you should do if you are going to start a business: Develop a concept? Write a plan? Analyze your resources? Understand the needs of your customer? Don’t be silly. Incorporate.

  For most people, incorporating a company is a clerical task, but for me it was monumental. In coat and tie, I marched down to the offices of McDonald and Murray, an accountancy that specialized in incorporations. Its formal conference room with thick carpeting, a walnut table, and walls lined with prints of nineteenth-century sailing ships was suitable for this great moment. Despite the upscale decor, the partner who helped me was disheveled and appeared utterly exhausted. He explained through a thick Irish brogue, which had me guessing at times, the positives and negatives of Liberian, Tongan, British Virgin Island, Cayman, and Hong Kong companies.

  “With British Virgin Island companies there are no required audits,” he enthused.

  It was all very James Bond to me. I imagined board meetings in the Caribbean under palm trees. I was disappointed to learn that you never actually had to go to the Virgin Islands. In the end, I opted for a plain vanilla Hong Kong company.


  It was with great pride that I incorporated Hartwell Pacific on May 21, 1993. I used Hartwell, my middle name, so that people couldn’t guess that I was a one-man band. I was so proud of that incorporation certificate. It meant more to me than my university degree, when in fact all I’d done was spend a couple thousand dollars on a nice little piece of paper. The registered office and mailing address were in a business center/shared office in the prestigious Prince’s Building, not far from Morgan Stanley.

  Hartwell Pacific’s incorporation and registration process was incredibly easy, taking only a couple of days. There aren’t many places in the world as efficient as Hong Kong. I then went down to HSBC (Hong Kong Shanghai Banking Corporation) to open an account.

  “I am here to open a corporate account,” I announced.

  “Very good. May I see your reference?” the girl behind the counter asked demurely.

  “Reference? I don’t have a reference. I’m here to give you money and business, not take a loan!” I shot back, blood rushing to my face.

  “Unfortunately, you need to have a reference from someone who has a corporate account here,” she apologized.

  “Then I’ll take my business elsewhere!” I finished, storming past the other customers waiting in line. I limped next door to another, smaller bank, which accepted my $500 and issued me a checkbook in the name of Hartwell Pacific. I assured the clerk, who couldn’t have cared less, that there would be much larger deposits in the near future. With checkbook in hand and officially incorporated, I was ready to begin my journey as an entrepreneur.

  Next, I bought a phone/fax machine for my home office and signed up for a pager.

  Communication is key! I thought.

  A mobile phone in those days would’ve been a lavish expenditure, and they were the size of a brick. I instead chose New World Telecom’s pager service because it was noted for reliability, and more importantly the salesgirl Maggie was a knockout.

  Let’s see: corporate setup, prestigious office address, bank accounts, commu- nications, dinner with Maggie on Tuesday. What now? Yes: business planning!

  I assumed I would start by trading a product or commodity, versus manufacturing or building something, but held a longer-term view that pretty much anything that had worked well in the West could be done in the fast-developing Far East. There was endless opportunity without having to invent a thing, and I was definitely not the mad scientist type. I would focus on the motto of the H. J. Heinz Company, where my father worked for thirty-seven years. It was featured on many walls around the company’s offices and in his den at home.

  TO DO A COMMON THING UNCOMMONLY WELL, BRINGS SUCCESS.

  I sent off a fax (no e-mail back then) to almost everyone I’d ever met of business significance. It went something like this:

  
    Dear Sir,

    I am writing to inform you that I have established Hartwell Pacific Limited as a trading company in Hong Kong. We are looking to participate in trade between China and [your country] and hope that we may be of service.

    Please do not hesitate to contact us.

    Sincerely,

    Stephen H. Greer

    President

  

  I figured that was broad enough to have me pretty well covered.

  My first stab was in what’s known as the gray market. When the price of, say, Pringles or Duracell batteries is relatively low in one market, such as Florida, due to overstock, and the price is high in Hong Kong or Moscow due to company pricing policy, gray marketeers try to get their hands on the goods in Florida and sell them in Hong Kong, locking in the price gap. I called it “Consumer Product Arbitrage,” which had a more sophisticated Wall Street sound to it. This “arbitrage” infuriates the corporates, as they want to dictate where they sell and at what price. I uncovered an opportunity exporting Levi’s blue jeans from America to Hong Kong. Utilizing a courier flight, a cheap way to fly if you are willing to carry a mail pouch, I went to the States and closed on a couple of shipments from JCPenney, but ultimately I found Levi’s restrictions on the number of jeans you could buy in any one transaction overly burdensome. I also discovered that after adding in all the transportation and distribution costs—not to mention the discounts required by the Hong Kong buyers to make the deal work—the net margin wasn’t so attractive. It wasn’t meant to be. I kept moving.

  In the hunt for a viable model, I encountered a wacky array of businesses and learned over time that there is someone out there making a buck off just about anything you can think of. At one party I encountered Daryl Patton, the chicken-foot king. That’s right, chicken feet. Steamed or braised, they are a delicacy in China. Daryl was head of Asian operations for the largest trader of poultry parts in the world. Clearly this was a niche business, but he explained that they were moving two hundred ocean containers per month, valued at over $500 million per year. We throw that shit away at home and these guys have built a $500 million business out of collecting it and shipping it to China!

  I was curious as always and grilled him about the business over bottomless glasses of beer as a scantily clad Filipina girl twirled around a brass pole on the stage ahead. Most people in the club had something else on their mind, but I was focused on commerce.

  “How do you control quality? How are prices determined? What markets do you buy from? How does the supply chain work?”

  The obvious response would have been “It’s none of your business and I’m trying to enjoy the show,” but Daryl was generous and explained the ins and outs of chicken-foot trading. His employer had created a processing machine that fit on the end of a typical poultry production line. It collected all the feet and in a sanitary fashion removed the nails and other parts that people in China did not consider desirable. They then froze the feet, packed them up, loaded them into refrigerated ocean containers, and shipped them off to China. They had processing lines at most of the major poultry plants in America and also in Brazil, which Daryl explained is a big poultry market.

  Convinced I understood the basics, I jumped right on it and through a hot tip learned that New Zealand had a sizable plant. Thanks to persistent calling, I discovered that they discarded their chicken feet as waste. Unfortunately, the business was not to be: The plant slaughtered only about one hundred thousand chickens per week, while a major plant in America would process well over a million. Thus, it did not represent enough scale to justify the investment in processing Starting From Scrap interior equipment. My dreams of becoming the Frank Perdue of Asia went up in smoke, which was just as well. I can’t imagine sitting around a conference room discussing ways to kill ’em faster.

  In the desperate search for crap to trade, I met a girl named Ivis. It was meant to be Iris, but in her prior job they gave her business cards with IVIS on them and suddenly all her customers knew her by the misspelled version. It’s humorous how many unusual “English” first names you come across in Hong Kong—Nigerly, say, or Romson. I even met a prominent businessman named Frankl. Curiously, as I type this sentence, I notice that the L key is right next to the K, so I assume Frankl’s secretary had a twitchy right hand

  Ivis worked for a small Hong Kong metals trading company called Tin Wah Metals, which sought to procure steel for China. The state of Virginia, for which a friend of mine, Nick Peterson, worked, received an inquiry from Ivis regarding construction steel. Nick passed it to me and I chased it down, eager to find a deal.

  Through research at the Hong Kong Trade Development Council, I was able to find the type of steel Tin Wah was looking for from a company called Russo Ferrous, which was shipping out of the former Soviet Union. Its Hong Kong office was on a high floor in Jardine House, the very headquarters of the Scottish company portrayed in Noble House, source of my earliest ideas about coming to Hong Kong. It is a fifty-story building in Central with round windows, giving the feeling of looking out of a ship’s portal—a nod to the nineteenth-century China clipper trade. The Chinese, making jest at this architectural anomaly, refer to it as “the house of a thousand assholes.” I was excited to be in this building, and imagined the taipan at his desk in a large formal suite on the top floor, pondering the future of China alongside old oil portraits of the former taipans. I entered Russo Ferrous’s offices a few floors below, and was escorted into a plainly decorated conference room—no art on the walls, no windows, just a simple laminated table. I thought, If you can afford this rent, you ought to be able to hang a couple of pictures on the wall. It all seemed very temporary.

  I grabbed the nearest chair and a plainly dressed Chinese lady served some tea, bowing slightly as she placed a paper cup in front of me. A few moments later my counterparts for this negotiation, Vladimir and Sasha, entered. They were an odd couple with long hair tied in ponytails; Vladimir had a straggly beard reaching down to his chest. In my mind, these guys were textbook stereotypes of Old World Russians. They had rich accents, slowly rolling their r’s and finishing their sentences just the way Count Dracula might have. They got out a large map, unfolded it onto the conference table, and pointed out the small Far East Russian port of Holmsk on the Sakhalin Islands whence the steel would be shipped. I loved it. Bond. James Bond. Or perhaps Greer. Stephen Greer, I mused. As discussions continued over the ensuing weeks, we would meet in bars to enjoy shots of vodka and let our hair down, both figuratively and literally, while we discussed the possibility of developing trade.

  Having found a source of steel, I convinced Ivis that Hartwell was an important trading house specializing in metals. After all, I was from Pittsburgh, the onetime steel capital of the world and former power base of Andrew Carnegie. Whenever potential trade partners would ask how I got into the metals business, I’d reply, “Well, you know, I am from Pittsburgh.” They’d nod with understanding.

  Ivis persuaded me that her boss had strong connections in China and financial power, so payment wouldn’t be a problem. Her confidence was very convincing. We negotiated hard back and forth, and once we had a basic framework for a deal—prices, volume, delivery dates, and payment terms—Ivis suggested we meet in person.

  “Why don’t I stop by your offices this afternoon?” she requested.

  Panic set in: My apartment on Robinson Road was clearly not an acceptable office. I would have to rent a conference room at the business center, and I wasn’t sure I could arrange it in time.

  “Better idea. Let’s have lunch. I know a great Chinese restaurant,” I countered, thinking fast.

  We agreed to meet at Zen, a stylish Cantonese restaurant near Central. I arrived early and took a seat facing the entrance. After a few minutes, right on time, the host escorted a petite Chinese girl toward my table. She walked purposefully in high heels, wearing a pin-striped suit, with long dark hair pulled back off her face and gold-rimmed glasses perched on her nose. She held a folio with papers in her arm and a black leather purse over her shoulder. She looked professional, confident, and also attractive. Keeping focused on business, I stood to greet her. I’d matched her conservativeness, wearing a dark suit, black wingtipped shoes, a white shirt, and a tie, my hair neatly groomed as usual.

  “You don’t look nearly as tough as I’d expected,” I opened with a wry smile.

  Though her restrained dress and calm demeanor were clearly an attempt to seem mature and serious, her baby face gave her away. I guessed she wasn’t much older than twenty. I’m sure this feeling of surprise was mutual, but she put her hand forward and said simply, “Nice to meet you.”


  She either didn’t catch my humor or chose to ignore it. Better keep this straightforward, I thought, bowing my head slightly as I took her hand with a gentle grip. Let the negotiating begin.

  She fired the first shot as we perused the menu.

  “How do we know that the quality will be right? Which mill is the producer?” Her dark eyes flashed as she stared me down from across the table.

  Recoiling from the barrage, I tried to allay her fears and mount an attack of my own.

  “Not to worry. We have a great deal of experience with this company and they’ve shipped well over a million tons of steel to China in the past year,” I said, quickly reciting information gleaned from Russo Ferrous’s brochure. “Of course I can’t reveal my source, but you will have third-party inspection certificates for the cargo. Let’s talk about the letter of credit. Will it be opened from a prime bank in Hong Kong?” I inquired, shifting the conversation to her responsibilities and away from my own.

  I enjoyed the banter with Ivis. It was exciting to be working on a live deal. I also felt that behind her strong exterior was a softer side. It was in the eyes. There was great warmth once she settled down and relaxed. This is someone I can work with, I thought.

  The conversation continued in this vein, as we played Ping-Pong with the issues while snacking on tasty baskets of dim sum. This meeting was more about getting to know each other. The final details of the deal could be hashed out later.

  We parted with another professional handshake and agreed to wrap things up as quickly as possible. I was impressed with her sharpness and clear command of the details, and was thinking that this was what Hartwell needed—someone who spoke Chinese to help me deal with Mainland China directly.

  Though happy with my roommates on Robinson Road, things were getting busier now and I needed more space. Conveniently, I was invited to share an apartment at 37 Caine Road with two young American friends, Ed Silver and Nick Peterson. Ed was a Stanford grad originally from Boston who worked in consulting; Nick, a Harvard grad from LA, the guy who’d fed me the trade lead introducing Ivis. Though it was in an ugly, run-down building, one block farther down the hill from the Peak, this apartment was a great step forward for Hartwell Pacific. The rent was about the same, but I would now have more space. It had three bedrooms and a wooden box on the roof with a bed in it. The deal was that we’d split the rent three ways and I’d get the smallest bedroom plus the wooden box. I used the smaller, third bedroom as an office and slept in the box, which my friends referred to as “the coffin.” I couldn’t stand upright in this illegal structure. It was literally perched on the roof, so I had to exit the apartment and climb the common stairs to get to bed. At night, I could hear rats walking around on the ceiling, tripping over old furniture and a chandelier that our landlord stored up there.

  I’m not sure this rooftop dwelling was entirely safe. One night I awoke to an electrifying jolt and was frozen for a few seconds, unable to move. There was thunder around, so I was pretty sure we’d taken a lightning strike. Friends were amazed that I slept in the coffin and even more amazed that I was able to coax a lady or two in there with me.

  My favorite part of the apartment was the rooftop bougainvillea garden. To manage my stress, I nursed the plants along, watering them and tilling the soil. I was cognizant of the parallel between building a company and growing a garden. Over time it flourished into a high lattice of purples and pinks blocking out the ugly neighboring rooftops and hanging wildly over the edge of our building, visible from the street below.

  Settled in, I could now focus on closing my deal with Ivis and Tin Wah Metals. The negotiations cruised along, haggling and arguing, and in a couple of weeks the deal was pretty much settled. It was fairly basic. Her company would open a letter of credit for around $3 million, and Vladimir and Sasha would prepare prompt shipment of the steel per the contract’s specifications, or so I hoped. It did dawn on me that I had very little control over the performance of any of this. As it turned out, my intuition was accurate. Ivis’s buyer couldn’t come up with the money. I also learned through a connection at the US consulate that Russo Ferrous was being monitored by the CIA for flouting the UN trade embargo on Serbia. We were obviously working very hard on a deal that would most likely never happen—and if it did could land me in a heap of trouble.

  Realizing that we were not going to get any business done, but respecting her ability, I decided to persuade Ivis to join me as my partner. Just business for now. In fact, though I was a bit of a flirt, I felt strongly that I shouldn’t mix business and romance.


  I came clean with her about the realities of Hartwell Pacific, its pedigree and business scope. She laughed, recalling how she’d called me on several occasions and heard dozens of people in the background taking phone calls and typing. With all the chatter, she’d figured it was a big office. She now understood that it had been a throng of telephone operators working for my paging service in a boiler room somewhere far from Central. Of course, the prestigious office address on my business card had also thrown her off.

  With her guard now down, Ivis explained that she, too, had thoughts of being an entrepreneur and felt what I was trying to do was both interesting and admirable. She revealed that she had no respect for her boss at Tin Wah Metals and that her plans for employment there were short-term. A perfect addition to my team of one, I thought, but first I’ll have to convince her.

  A day or two later, Ivis agreed to come to my home office on Caine Road, Hartwell’s “world headquarters,” noting that she couldn’t stay long as she was meeting her boyfriend in a couple of hours. That’s probably good, I thought as I waited nervously for her to show up on the sidewalk in front of my apartment. I had other concerns. What would be her reaction to my home office? Would she lose interest in Hartwell Pacific? She arrived, again professionally dressed in a suit, but this time with a warmer and more relaxed smile.

  “I hope you don’t mind a little exercise. It’s a sixth-floor walkup. Good for circulation,” I joked, offering up an enthusiastic handshake.

  She smiled demurely. Crash! The metal security door slammed behind us as she followed me up the well-worn staircase. I paused on the fourth floor for her to catch her breath and wipe her forehead. She looked forlornly up the staircase, no doubt wondering whether she could deal with this part of her daily commute. Once inside the apartment and breathing normally, Ivis took a seat in a comfortable leather chair next to a leafy plant and seemed quite at ease with the surroundings. Narita, a part-time young Filipina helper, offered her a glass of water. Because Nick and Ed were at work, the apartment was quiet and spacious—a pleasant atmosphere. She didn’t seem bothered, or at least didn’t show it.

  “Well, this is HQ until we can get some trades going, and then we can consider getting a proper office,” I started.


  “That’s smart. You don’t want to have a high overhead until you get some business going,” she wisely confirmed.

  My fears had been unwarranted. Ivis was also a young ambitious kid interested in giving it a go. She had been born in China and had immigrated to Hong Kong when she was eight years old. Her parents were divorced during the Cultural Revolution and she and her father were struggling, but this did not deter her appetite for risk or desire for success. Perhaps it fueled it. Though working to get her degree at night, she was ready to take the leap. She shrewdly pushed for a partnership rather than an employee relationship, even if it would be a minority stake. Eager to make progress with Hartwell, and grasping the synergy of this budding Sino–US partnership, I was confident that we could come to a mutually acceptable arrangement.

  The following week we met in a coffee shop in Causeway Bay to figure out our plan. My nerves were pretty shattered at this stage from overall anxiety about whether I was building a career or wasting my life. As a consequence, my hands shook slightly but constantly. Despite my nervous appearance, Ivis quit Tin Wah Metals and signed up as my partner, agreeing to a survival salary and a share of any profits. In turn, I would have to be the provider of finance, which I convinced her I could muster.

  She confided to me later that her thoughts at the time were: How can I trust this guy? His hands are shaking. He must be hiding something from me. But upon further analysis, she noticed that I also had thick palms, a Chinese symbol of prosperity. This white guy must have a lot of fook—“luck” in Cantonese—something not to be taken lightly.

  During one of our initial meetings, I asked Ivis about her life’s dream.

  “I just want a quality life,” she said, recoiling from the question.

  “I have big dreams,” I countered. “I want to build a world-class corporation and have my own jet! If you could have anything, what would you want?”

  “An apartment and a car” was all she replied.

  “No problem. Join me and we’ll go get it,” I stated.

  My big dream was a bit naive and unenlightened with regard to the jet, but in the context of business I believe it’s important to think big. I paraphrase Yogi Berra: If you don’t know where you’re going, you’ll probably never get there.

  I explained further: “You’ve gotta have big goals. That way if you only achieve half of them, you’ll still be successful. What do they say? Shoot for the stars and get the moon.”

  “Dream, dream, dream,” she scoffed. “I’m more practical. The more you have, the more you need. Plain steamed rice can be the most flavorful or least flavorful food depending on your perspective. I just want to build a stable business.”

  Anyway, she doesn’t have to think big. I’m going to be the visionary behind the business. What I need help with is execution, I thought.

  What I have found over the years is when you’re hunting for one thing, you sometimes unexpectedly find something more valuable. In this case, I’d found my business partner.
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  Soon after joining Hartwell, Ivis decided to go by her Chinese name, Mei. Chinese have such beautiful names with deep meanings; I often wonder why they trade them in. Ivis explained that her name in Mandarin is Yong Mei or “a tribute to plum flowers,” and that her mother gave her the name during the stark communist era, because a plum is the only flower that can blossom in frost. Powerful stuff, I thought. I don’t dislike the name Stephen, but I don’t really know what it means.

  It was now March 1994, one year after I’d landed at Kai Tak Airport for the first time, and Mei and I set off together: young, ambitious, and full of energy and confidence. The basic idea was to grab on to the flow of products between China and the United States and find a chance to squeeze our way into the middle as hardworking traders. Potential trade leads went something like this: “Looking for 100,000 tons of railroad rail. I need 50,000 tons of rebar delivered CIF Ningbo, China. Prompt shipment!” CIF means insurance and freight should be included in the price. These were huge deals that we naively thought we could put together. I learned later that these inquiries are like chain letters that get passed around the world and are chased by fools like us, talking to other fools. Our focus was broad. A short list of the products we would try to trade included: promotional items, sugar, konjac root, Heinz food products, batteries, Gillette razors, mobile phones, chicken feet and assorted parts, Thai beer, ornamental gift items, a wide range of steel products, plywood, wooden and plastic CD racks, music CDs, glue, army blankets, plastic resin, tuna fish, antique Chinese furniture, gloves, safety products, hairnets, and used Caterpillar equipment and parts. We were open to anything.

  In search of opportunities, we went to the Canton Fair in Guangzhou, the major national trade fair for China. This would be my first journey into the Mainland. To save money, we took the KCR (Kowloon Canton Rail) network to the border, crossed on foot into China, and then had to find our bus on the other side. This was a burdensome and intimidating process. At the time the British/Hong Kong soldiers, together with their hired Nepalese Gurkhas, were facing off against China’s People’s Liberation Army with piles of razor wire between them.

  Leaving Hong Kong and the blue-uniformed immigration officers behind, we ventured onto the footbridge that crosses the Lo Wu River, a murky cesspool dividing Hong Kong from China. I paused to imagine desperate refugees from the Cultural Revolution swimming toward a better life. Halfway across the bridge, soldiers in green uniforms, armed with bayoneted rifles, stared us down with steely eyes. No smiles, no Welcome to China expressions on their faces. The only signal that we weren’t in a war zone was the giant billboard on top of a building on the China side: an unmistakable cowboy, astride a rearing horse with lasso in hand, declaring, WELCOME TO MARLBORO COUNTRY!

  Mei and I separated into two different arrival halls, one for foreigners and one for Hong Kong or Chinese passport holders. We would meet up once we completed our immigration formalities. After getting my stamp, I waited and waited as throngs of people hurried by, heading for customs and the exits.

  Where is she? I thought with concern. I’d have thought my section would have taken longer than hers.

  Finally, after about half an hour, she arrived red-faced with anger.

  “He let me through, but didn’t put a stamp in my passport!” she explained dejectedly, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. It was the first time I’d seen her vulnerability, and I instinctively felt protective. “When we try to leave, there won’t be an entry stamp. It will look like I snuck into the country. I could be arrested! These people are so arrogant. He just ignored me and shouted to go away,” she continued complaining with exasperation.

  Now I was angry. Who do these people think they are to treat a young woman that way?


  “Okay. Take me with you,” I replied, taking her arm and starting back toward the immigration desks. Mei led me to the counter that was giving her the hard time. The officer, a thick-headed bureaucrat with black teeth, a mop of hair, and a scraggly three-day growth sprouting from his chin, was slouched at
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