
About the Book

Like many of us, Fred Pearce works hard from a city base, cares for his family and tries fitfully to do his bit for the planet too. But travelling across the world to track his personal ‘footprint’, he finds himself questioning an extraordinary number of accepted truths. Perhaps his well-intentioned efforts are not so good after all. Should Kenyan green beans go right back on his shopping list? Should he stop campaigning for a clean coastline and start shouting, ‘Save wildlife, sh** on the beach’? While he’s at it, should he be cheering for Bangladeshi sweatshops too?

In search of the source of the cotton in his shirt, the prawns in his curry and the people who grew, mined or made all his stuff, Fred travels from rainforest to desert, up mountains and down mines, from oil field to shanty town to brothel. Yes, he finds squalor and despair. But also he finds good things in surprising places and huge opportunities just waiting to be seized. Challenging a series of green assumptions, this compelling story of Fred’s travels moves green thinking on to a new, more sophisticated plane.
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Footprints: Me and My Stuff

WE LIVE IN a charmed world. If we have money we can buy literally anything. And the majority of us live lifestyles undreamed of only a generation or two ago. One scientist I met recently told me he reckoned that the average household in Europe or North America has so many devices and such a variety of food and clothing that to produce the same lifestyle in Roman times would have required 6,000 slaves – cooks, maids, minstrels, ice-house keepers, woodcutters, nubile women with fans, and many more.

I started thinking about that statistic. The scientist’s point was that we now rely on machines and cheap energy to do the things that servants would once have done for an élite, while the rest of us went without. But of course it is not that simple. For one thing there are ecological consequences. We gouge out the Earth to find the materials to make those machines; and the cheap energy to run them is polluting our planet and warming our climate. And yet many of the servants are still there. Though now, rather than occupying the attics of grand houses, they are spread across the world, growing our food, making our machines and stitching our clothes.

People talk a lot about carbon footprints. But our personal footprints are much bigger than that. And they are social as well as ecological. The trouble is that, in our charmed world, we know little about what our footprints are. It all happens so far away. The people and the pollution that sustain us are invisible to us.

I want to change that. The purpose of this book is to discover the hidden world that keeps us in the state to which we have become accustomed. I have done that by exploring my own personal footprint. I have travelled the world to find out where the cotton in my shirt comes from, the coffee in my mug, the prawns in my curry, the computer on my desk, the phone in my hand, and much else. To discover who grows or mines or makes my stuff, and where that stuff goes after I have finished with it. And to find out whether I should be ashamed of my purchases and their impact on the planet, or whether I should be proud to have contributed to some local economy or given a leg-up to some hard-pressed community.

I have tried not to pick and choose my journeys too carefully. I simply took those that sounded potentially the most interesting. And certainly I made a point of not changing my way of living to avoid any embarrassments. These are true confessions. And I hope that in tracking down my footprints I will also have tracked down some of yours.

I estimate that I travelled some 180,000 kilometres on this journey, visiting more than twenty countries. It took me to the end of my street and the end of my planet, into the African rainforests and the Central Asian deserts, to Bangladeshi sweatshops and Chinese computer factories, to the brothels of Manila and the slums of Rio, to the summits of mountains, the Arctic tundra, the fishing grounds of the Atlantic and into the bowels of the Earth.

Along the way, I met an amazing cross-section of the more than 6 billion people with whom we share this planet. They included a handful of the richest and many of the poorest. It set me wondering as much about the past and future of our species as about the past and future of our planet. And, you may be surprised to learn, it left me with some optimism, about humanity and the huge potential we have to run our world better.

It is easy to be horrified by all the weirdness of humanity. The remote jungle tribes and urban sects, the horrible regimes in North Korea and Burma and elsewhere, the fanatics and the fantasists, the warlords and hoodlums, the obscene wealth of the super-rich and the abject state of the super-poor and those struck down by AIDS.

But in my travels I mostly found the commonplace – billions of ordinary people, mostly poor but not starving; mostly ill-educated but not uneducated. The resulting book is a kind of chronicle of humanity as represented by the people who grow and make and dispose of the things that I use and consume in my daily life.

So, before I continue with the story, I thought I would stop a moment and describe our strange species, Homo sapiens, which has so peremptorily taken over this planet. I drew up a list of things that describe more than a billion people, what we might regard as the mainstream of humanity. I was struck by both what we share and what divides us. So here we are. Homo sapiens circa 2008. In our pomp and our folly.

A billion of us drive, for instance. Another billion of us have mobile phones. A billion of us can speak English, and another billion eat rice every day. But a billion of us do not have flushing toilets. Some of us share a number of these attributes. But humanity is like a giant version of one of those Venn diagrams, with interlinking circles showing how we differ and how we are the same. A billion of us live in shanty towns, or have access to the internet, or are Indian, or support a football team, or live within a kilometre of where we were born, or drink coffee, or have a TV in our home, or cannot support our families. A billion of us have moved from a village to the city, or are Muslims, or have high blood pressure, or use contraceptives regularly, or depend on fish as our main source of protein, or wear trainers, or are illiterate. A billion of us too are agnostics, or cook with firewood, or have a bicycle, or have heard of Muhammad Ali, or keep chickens, or have a debt with a moneylender, or never consume dairy products, or own T-shirts, or have no mains electricity.

Collecting these statistics gave me a hugely kaleidoscopic image of Homo sapiens. The rainbow race. A billion of us have ridden a bus, or are malnourished, or go to school, or have no running water tap in our houses. A billion of us are under ten, or are circumcised, or wear jeans, or have a fridge, or smoke cigarettes, or carry the TB bacterium, or eat bananas, or possess some gold, or take annual holidays, or go to the cinema, or pay rent to a landlord, or live on less than a dollar a day. A billion of us drink Coke, or will get divorced, or have heard of David Beckham, or are Catholics, or will live beyond our sixtieth year, or are overweight, or are Chinese, or eat bread daily, or get less protein than a Western domestic cat.

I hope this common diversity comes through all the chapters in the book. But to underline it, I have interspersed the main chapters with brief portraits of six particular people that I met on my travels who seemed more than most to highlight how few of us fit into neat categories. Several of them I would never have believed existed until I met them. Six representatives of 6 billion. One in a billion.

But I promised this was going to be a personal journey. So let me introduce myself and, more importantly, my stuff. I am a journalist, in my mid-fifties, with a wife and grown-up children. I live in London and work from home. Most days, I commute to the back bedroom each morning and turn on my computer. But I report about the environment and development round the world. And to do my job, I also travel a lot. This is bad for my carbon footprint, but I really don’t believe you can learn about and report on the world by sitting at home and logging on to a virtual reality. The world is much more bizarre and unexpected, and often much more joyful and positive, than you would imagine from reading about it and seeing it on the news. And I found that especially true while following my global footprint. I really did sometimes find that my footprint could be a virtuous one.

In drawing up a list of where I should travel to make this book, I went through my house one day to see where everything came from. It was a shock to find how much of a globalized consumer I have become. When out shopping, I am always the person holding back from a purchase, asking whether I really want it, whether I am being ripped off, or deciding I just can’t be bothered to carry it home. And yet, over a lifetime and a couple of trips to Sainsbury’s, it is amazing how much stuff I have, and from how many places.

The food cupboard was an obvious place to start. There were nuts from Brazil and bottles of sparkling water from Scotland; sardines canned in Portugal and anchovies put in a jar in Spain; Italian chopped tomatoes and French mayonnaise; oatmeal from Oldham and mustard from Dijon; coffee from Tanzania and Marmite from Sussex and soup from a farm in Peterborough. There was mango chutney from India and caster sugar from Mauritius and desiccated coconut from the Philippines.

In some jars at the back, I found dried basil from Egypt and sage from Turkey; arrowroot from Thailand and allspice from Jamaica; lemongrass from Malaysia and galangal from China; mace from Grenada and saffron from Spain. We still haven’t got through the bag of white pepper I bought years ago in the market at Kuching in Borneo. Then there were walnuts from China and papadoms from Mumbai, cloves from Indonesia and oregano from Turkey and vanilla from Madagascar and cardamom and ginger from India. Not to mention Spanish olive oil and Italian pasta; Iranian dates and bay leaves from . . . well, an overgrown bush in our back garden, actually.

In the fruit bowl, I found grapefruit from Florida, mandarins from Argentina, bananas from Costa Rica, nectarines from Spain and apples from New Zealand. On the sideboard, I found bread made from Gloucestershire flour, honey made by Mexican bees and marmalade made by my wife from Seville oranges. There was beer brewed by monks in Belgium, by men in pullovers in Dorset, and by the country’s oldest brewery, amid the hop fields of Kent. There were several bottles of my favourite peaty malt whiskies from the Hebrides, and some untasted spirit from The Netherlands that we have had for two decades. The fridge contained red peppers from Holland, Parmesan cheese from Italy, as well as ‘the world’s largest-selling cheese brand’, manufactured on the edge of Bodmin Moor from Cornish milk, cucumbers from Essex and a lettuce from Cambridgeshire. The butter and margarine could have come from anywhere.

In the bathroom, I found clove massage oil from Zanzibar, citronella oil from China, tea tree oil grown in the Australian outback, plus a lot of bottles of various lotions and medicines from the Body Shop and Boots that don’t declare where they came from. (Which talc mines exactly did that talcum powder come from, Mr Boot, because there are some very nasty mines out there?)

In my office, I have a rather nice leather briefcase my wife gave me for Christmas one year. It was made in Chennai, India, by Dilip Kapur, a child of a weird religious eco-city known as Auroville. My computer and printer and phone are all made by Taiwanese companies using cheap labour on mainland China; the printer paper came from Slovakia. A random check of the books on my shelves shows they were printed in England and India, Hong Kong and Denmark, the US and Italy.

Around the house, there are spoils from many of my previous reporting trips. I have a Panama hat from Ecuador, a Russian silk scarf, a Chinese paper dragon, an Alaskan plastic polar bear, a caiman made from a Brazilian substance rather like rubber, a tiny metal buddha from India, a job lot of Soviet Lenin badges, several Japanese fans and a hand-carved wooden platypus brought back from Queensland by my daughter.

In my wardrobe, I found shirts made in Mauritius and Indonesia, Morocco and Cambodia, the US and Hong Kong. Not to mention a couple of colourful numbers picked up on travels in China and Ghana that I have never worn. Then I found a rather holed pullover hand-knitted by a woman I met in the Falkland Islands, a Japanese kimono, Russian army fatigues – and a hat made out of plastic bags by an old woman in a shanty town in South Africa.

In the front room there was an Egyptian mat, an Ashanti stool from Ghana, and a wood spirit carved by a colony of artists in Nigeria. In the back room there was a mat from Jordan, and a mahogany bench we removed from a flat we once rented. A clay recorder and a tambourine are the only survivors of a batch of arty objects I bought for virtually nothing in Mexico in 1984. In the hall I have a cow bell from the Auvergne in France that I use as a dinner gong.

Frankly, our furniture is a bit rudimentary, picked up here and there. But we do have a kitchen table that came from a Victorian workhouse somewhere in Battersea, a gate-leg table, possibly even older, which was a wedding present from my father, and a solid beech desk in my office. We also have a piano. It was made in London in the 1890s by a company called Philips, Cambridge & Co., which is absent from contemporary lists of bona fide piano makers. Our piano-tuner said it was not worth tuning any more, but he tuned it anyway. There seems to be some disagreement about whether the wood is rosewood or mahogany. But there is no doubt that the keys are ivory, probably ripped from central Africa at the height of the greatest slaughter of the elephant ever seen. During the 1890s, Britain imported 500 tonnes of ivory a year, at a cost of some 15,000 animals.

There is other stuff whose legality and morality I wonder about. Somewhere in a cupboard I have two small bags made of sealskin, given to me on a trip to Siberia. We own Burmese teak salad bowls and apartheid-era South African salad servers. Some garden furniture is of dubious provenance, though the stone lion on the lawn is a guaranteed chunk of Cotswold limestone, as carved by my wife’s cousin. And the veneer on our kitchen units looks terribly like an offcut of illegally logged timber from New Guinea, given to me by Greenpeace.

I also got to thinking about the stuff that leaves my house. What happens to the contents of my waste bin, for instance? Where do our drains empty? Do the things I take to the recycling bins in Sainsbury’s car park really get recycled? The signs on the bins perplex me. ‘Each tonne of paper recycled saves an average 15 trees,’ says one. In what sense saves? Do they know what actually happens to the paper I put in there? Recycling one glass bottle or jar saves the energy ‘to power a TV for 20 minutes’. How does it do that exactly? And twenty-five plastic bottles ‘will produce one fleece jacket’. But I thought that waste plastic all went to China. How on earth do they know what happens to it there? Donate your laser cartridge and ‘help save tiny lives’ by providing cash for ‘Tommy’s, the baby charity . . .’ Who?

I can’t say I’m going to track down the source or destination of all these items. It would be a life’s work and I have a life to lead. But I am going in search of some of the most critical to my life – and I hope some of the most interesting. And from the start I have been determined to make the journey about people as much as about ecology. Whatever the downsides of globalization, one of the upsides is that it connects us with more people from more places. Usually those connections are hidden. But I am off to find them.
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Gold: A Lodestone for My Journey

HELMET ON. BELT weighed down with emergency oxygen pack. The steel doors shut, a bell sounds from far below and the cage descends. Very slowly at first. Then suddenly faster. Within fifteen seconds we are travelling at 60 kilometres an hour down a shaft into the Earth. The cage rocks slightly but keeps on descending, longer than you can believe. Somewhere in the dark beside us, another cage shoots past in the opposite direction, hurtling to the surface and full of rock.

Soon we have gone down deeper than the Grand Canyon. It gets warmer. Every 100 metres – every six seconds – the temperature rises by a degree. Down at the bottom of the shaft, almost 4 kilometres below the Earth’s surface and deeper than the ocean floor, the rocks are at more than 50°C. The muggy air is at twice the pressure it is at the surface. And radioactive. Scientists have found microbes down there in the dark whose only source of energy is the radiation from the Earth’s core.

Gradually the lift slows and halts with a reassuring clunk. The doors open and we step out into the Earth’s crust. I switch on the lamp on my helmet and peer around at the rocks. Three billion years ago, they were the gravelly deposits of a river delta. All sorts of metals were washed down from surrounding mountains that have long since eroded away. And some of those metals settled in the gravel beds. One metal in particular accumulated here. And, as a result, this tunnel leads through the heart of what is by a huge margin the richest goldfield on Earth. The West Witwatersrand goldfield in South Africa is also the deepest workplace on the planet. Welcome, says my guide, to Driefontein mine, shaft 7.

I am here to find out where the gold in my wedding ring came from. It is the one thing I never take off; the one thing that came with me every step of the way on my journeys to find my global footprint. As I step out into the Driefontein tunnel, I look again at it. My wife and I bought our bands of gold back in the summer of 1979, in a jeweller’s shop on The Strand in central London. We still have the receipts. They cost £50 each. Where did those rings come from? In theory, every piece of gold can be traced back to an individual mine. The gold has its own chemical fingerprint because of the impurities that come with it as it leaves the earth. But in practice, gold in jewellery is usually cast from a range of sources, and my ring defies fingerprinting.

Because most of the 140,000 tonnes of gold that humans have ever mined is still in circulation, the gold on my finger could have been mined in Persia 6,000 years ago, or worn by Cleopatra. But the odds are against it. Ever since gold was discovered in Johannesburg in 1886, and shiploads of Cornish mining engineers came south to exploit them, the mines of West Witwatersrand have produced more than a third of all the gold ever mined.

And on the Witwatersrand, Driefontein is king. The mine that I have entered, 50 kilometres south-west of Johannesburg, has been in operation for fifty-five years. During the 1970s, when my ring was cast, Driefontein was the number-one producer in the world’s number-one goldfield, yielding up more than 80 tonnes of gold a year. In the whole of history, more gold has come out of Driefontein than from anywhere else on Earth. Sometime in the first quarter of 2008, it became the only mine ever to have produced more than 3,000 tonnes of gold. So, as the gates shut behind me, the lift glides on down and we are left on our own at level 6/41, I can be fairly certain that this hole in the ground is where much of the gold in my ring came from.

We follow some narrow railtracks away from the shaft and deeper into the mine: tracks that take the miners in each day, and carry out the rock they blast from the gold face. Ducking wooden pit-props and electric cables and pipes carrying water and fresh air, I head towards the distant sound of drilling.

The Earth’s crust here is a maze of different tunnels threading out from each level of the lift shaft. There are fewer than a dozen people in this tunnel today. But at any one time, 8,000 men are working underground in Driefontein alone. On the whole West Witwatersrand goldfield, there are some 60,000 miners underground. A vast infrastructure is needed just to keep the miners alive. Huge amounts of water naturally course through the mine. Sometimes that water bursts from the dolomite rocks above and into the tunnels. Past floods have threatened to drown the mine for ever. To keep the tunnels dry, some 40 million litres are pumped out of the mine every day. And as the water is removed, air is sent down to keep the tunnels cool enough to work in. Driefontein has a refrigerator the size of a hangar dedicated to this task.

We continue walking down the tunnel, past a sign warning about a recent death in a neighbouring mine. These are dangerous places. There is a constant risk of rockfalls. All along the tunnels wooden pit-props, metal jacks and miles of wire mesh hold up the roof and prevent the walls from falling in. But there are other hazards. Four years ago, here in shaft 7, four miners died after fire caught among the old pit-props of some distant abandoned tunnel. Smoke filled the tunnels and more than 100 miners survived only because they took refuge in air-sealed ‘refuge chambers’.

Down here is like a separate country. The miners and supervisors, black and white, have their own language, called Fanakalo. It contains about 1,000 words, mostly commands and exhortations and warnings, culled from the numerous African languages spoken by the miners, along with bits of English and Afrikaans. This is the common language of survival. ‘It’s dangerous down there,’ a geologist told me before we took to the lift. ‘At four or five kilometres down, we really don’t know how the rocks behave. People die when things go wrong.’

This is an underworld in every sense. Groups of illegal miners smuggle themselves down in the freight lifts. They stay below ground for months at a time, armed with pistols and home-made grenades, chiselling out ore and then grinding it and extracting the gold using mercury, just as poor gold miners do at the surface. Rob Chaplin, the operations manager for the western half of Driefontein, says his supervisors often find, stashed away underground, the balls of mercury used in the crude processing. Syndicates are reckoned to smuggle up to 40 tonnes of gold out of Witwatersrand every year. This is around a tenth of the total gold taken from the mines. The tunnels are simply impossible to police, Rob says. The hills around are so riddled with old mine shafts and tunnels that you could walk to Johannesburg – a distance of some 50 kilometres – without once going to the surface.

Since the end of the apartheid era, conditions have improved somewhat for the official miners. At Goldfields, the company that runs Driefontein, the all-male dormitories remain, but there are also houses for conjugal visits. And many miners live in local communities or squatter settlements. Some can make it a modest way up the management chain. There are even a few women working underground, though the white supervisors complain that they strip off to their waists, which is distracting.

Most of the miners have come a long way to take these jobs. They are recruited by agents in their villages in Mozambique or Lesotho or distant parts of rural South Africa – just as they were during the apartheid era. The money they send home is often the mainstay of their communities. Miners’ remittances make up 60 per cent of Lesotho’s GDP.

Every day, the Driefontein miners leave their company hostels and squatter settlements at 4 a.m. to throng the lifts that hurtle into the Earth down one of the mine’s eight operational shafts. They fan out along the numerous tunnels at more than twenty different levels. Once at the face, they spend hours with drills the size of gun emplacements, making holes in the hard rock. Then they insert dynamite into the holes. At 5 p.m. every day, the dynamite is exploded all across the mine. The seismic forces sometimes cause high-pressure cave-ins. Then, after the smoke has cleared and any rockfalls have been checked, the night shift goes in to drag out the rubble. Some 20,000 tonnes of rock come out of Driefontein every day – 2.5 tonnes for every miner. In it, invisible to the naked eye, are about 100 kilograms of gold – 5 grams of gold for every tonne of rock brought to the surface.

At the surface, the rock is milled and mixed with cyanide to dissolve the gold, which can then be released from the cyanide by adding one of a range of other chemicals, such as zinc. Across the Witwatersrand bush, reservoirs holding the resulting waste ooze cover 400 square kilometres. Eventually, the rock is transformed into recognizable bars of 85 per cent pure gold – before going off to the national Rand Refinery in Johannesburg, where it is refined to 99 per cent purity.

So it took 2 tonnes of rock, blasted from the Earth’s crust, hauled 2 kilometres and more to the surface, ground up and treated, to provide enough of the metal for my 10-gram ring. On top of that, making my ring required 5 tonnes of water, 30 tonnes of air pumped underground to keep the mine cool, enough electricity to run a large house for several days – and about 10 man-hours of labour. The endeavour behind a simple £50 ring is hard to fathom until you have been down a mine.

The miners, needless to say, see little of the wealth that comes out of these mines. In 2006, while his drillers took home £140 a month, the Goldfields’ CEO Ian Cockerill was paid almost £50,000 a month. And many of the miners will not live long. The men are far from home and have sex with a lot of different women in the nearby squatter settlements. HIV is widespread in South Africa, and in the mining areas prevalence rates among the men and the female sex workers are as high as 35 per cent. Goldfields offers voluntary HIV testing and hands out drugs to its workers, though not to the prostitutes. I meet Stella Ntimbane, head of the company’s AIDS operation, as she emerges from a testing tent in the compound of one of Driefontein’s residential areas. She takes gruesome but genuine pride at having uncovered 600 HIV-positive men in the previous two months, and nine more that morning. ‘They are getting treatment, and hopefully soon they will be back at the rock face,’ she says. But ultimately many of them will go back to their villages to die.

For several years from the late 1990s, world gold prices slumped. High-cost mines like Driefontein seemed destined to close. But gold prices have soared again since 2005. The credit crunch created a whole new gold rush, and the push is on to extract more and more of the precious metal while prices stay high. Billions of dollars are being bet on that eventuality. Goldfields plans to excavate yet deeper at Driefontein. Shaft 9 is set to go down a further half-kilometre or so, to give the mine another twenty years’ life.

It is a miracle these shafts are open at all. Shaft 7, the shaft I have descended, has already been mined once. With me below ground is the mine’s chief geologist, Melville Haupt. He has masterminded a return to take out the pillars that were left behind last time to hold up the roof, and to penetrate the areas of difficult geology and fractured rocks previously deemed unsafe. ‘By rights this place should have shut seven years ago, but Mel just keeps finding more gold,’ says Chaplin. But Mel is betting his skills as a mine geologist against potential disaster.

Crouching, I follow a narrow passage up to see some old workings. I slip and grab a piece of wood above me. An old pit-prop comes away in my hand. Guiltily, I remember an instruction given when we were coming down in the shaft: ‘Don’t grab anything above you. If you slip, just fall.’ I feel lucky to have survived my indiscretion. They claim to have got through a million man-shifts here since the last fatality. So it would have been a shame to damage the record.

Gold is incorruptible. Since the earliest records, humans have worn gold and hidden gold, bought and sold gold, worshipped gold, fought for gold and displayed it as a symbol of power. It pervades our language. Some of us are gold-diggers, while others have hearts of gold. We have the Midas touch, strike gold, make a pile and find the golden goose. We pay with gold cards, travel the Yellow Brick Road – or simply watch how things pan out. We look back to a golden age.

Gold is soft and malleable, yet totally indestructible. Nothing in nature attacks it. It is ideal for filling teeth, and for plating critical connections on computer circuit boards. But these are side-shows. Most of the gold ever mined has had no functional purpose other than its beauty and as a source of value. Gold mainly excites passion. Humans panned for gold before they worked iron or made bronze – perhaps even before they tilled the soil. Gold-diggers were certainly among the first people not to have to hunt or grow their own food. Others would do these jobs for them, in return for gold. Gold thus became both the symbol and the substance of wealth.

From the first Egyptian pharaohs and ancient Celtic kings of England, it has been the ultimate form of saving. The first known European gold jewellery dates from 7,000 years ago. For 1,000 years, the Ancient Egyptians, for whom gold represented the sun god, maintained a mining colony far away in modern-day southern Sudan to secure their gold. Tutankhamun was found buried in a gold coffin weighing more than 100 kilos. Ancient Britons were mining gold 4,000 years ago. The Romans crossed the Sahara for gold. Macedonian gold mines funded Alexander the Great’s conquest of the world.

Alchemy was the great science of the Middle Ages; Isaac Newton spent more time trying to turn base metal into gold than he did researching gravity and the laws of nature. Later, Europeans colonized the New World for gold, and spent decades searching for Eldorado. The gold rushes of California and Australia and South Africa and the Klondike globalized the world’s economy in the nineteenth century. Gold smuggling, more than oil, made the fabulous wealth behind the modern mega-city of Dubai.

The Gold Standard was for a long time the guarantor of the world’s currencies; and every national treasury still keeps a store. A third of all the world’s gold is locked up in the vaults of various banks and private investment houses. There is Fort Knox, of course. And vaults beneath the Bank of England in the City of London store the bullion reserves of more than seventy countries – hundreds of times more gold than is contained in the Crown Jewels, on display close by in the Tower of London.

Gold is still a refuge in times of trouble. When currencies crash, gold gains in value. The political uncertainty post-9/11 is regarded as the main reason why gold prices have soared since. Wars are good for gold miners. Dictators from Hitler and Stalin to Ferdinand Marcos and his wife lusted after and obsessively hoarded gold. Gold made apartheid. And the biggest ever stock market scam. In the 1990s, there was feverish trade in a company that claimed to have found the world’s largest gold mine, in the heart of the Borneo rainforest. Billions of dollars went down the drain when the find was exposed as a fraud.

But gold is also loved by the poor. More than half of all the gold ever mined is in the form of jewellery worn by hundreds of millions of people across the planet. Every Indian bride takes gold for her dowry. There is more gold stored in simple chests in tens of millions of Indian homes than in Fort Knox and the vaults of London put together. African peasants fleeing from wars carry gold as their only possession of value. The world’s population agrees on very few things. The value of gold is one of them.

And I have my wedding ring. I can remove it from my finger, if I try very hard and apply a little Vaseline. But it feels like a betrayal even to do it, and I hastily put it back on – such is the power of gold.

At last, we approach the gold face. The roar of three drills pounding into solid rock becomes so loud that even shouting into the ear of the person next to me is useless for communication. I look for signs of gold. Amazingly, here in the heart of the world’s most productive mine, there is no sign. Not the slightest glimmer. Mel shows me the rock containing the gold. It is a dull grey quartz, with large pebbles embedded in it. These were the pebbles in a river delta 3 billion years ago, before anything more sophisticated than microbes lived on the Earth. Before there was oxygen in the atmosphere, there was gold in these hills. Back then, the gold brought down by rivers from the mountains concentrated round the pebbles. Occasionally, if you look carefully, you can see a sparkle round the edge of the pebbles, he says. But miners can go years here, drilling in these black holes, without once seeing any indication at all of what they are devoting their lives to winning from the Earth.

Down shaft 7 in Driefontein, I feel as if I am penetrating not just into the Earth’s crust, but into the psyche of humanity. A lust for gold may have been one of the first things that distinguished Homo sapiens from our fellow hominids. My footprints down this tunnel feel like the footprints of my species. A search for something so elusive but so desired; something obsessional but sacramental; something venal but pure.

This journey into Driefontein is the start of my journey to find my footprint. This is in part a geographical journey to discover where my stuff comes from. But it is more. It is a journey of the psyche too. And gold sums it up. The pursuit of gold is in one sense the most absurd human endeavour. Environmentally and in humanitarian terms, it makes little sense. You might say it encapsulates the folly of mankind, and how we abuse each other and the planet. Like King Midas, we are cursed by it. And yet who would forgo our love of beauty, and of a metal that seems to touch us to our core? Of all the metals mined by man, none has survived so well, been recycled so often, or been cosseted as carefully as gold. It symbolizes some of the best in us too.

This is not a book about gold. But gold is a lodestone for my journey. And I wore my ring every inch of the way.
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Coffee: Throwing a Hand Grenade into the Cosy World of Fair Trade

I THINK WE were a bit pleased with ourselves, John and I, as we sat in a shed on the slopes of Mount Kilimanjaro. A sudden rainstorm had erupted outside, and water was crashing on to the corrugated-iron roof. But we were warm and dry, self-satisfied missionaries for the fairtrade cause. John Weaver – tall, diffident, but with a slight military bearing – is the chief buyer of coffee beans sold in supermarkets by the fast-growing British fairtrade company Cafédirect. He was on his annual tour to check the quality of the new coffee harvest in Tanzania, and to agree whose beans would go into the next year’s packets of the company’s top-selling Kilimanjaro brand.

We were visiting the Mwikamsae Kenyamvou Cooperative Society, whose beans were the biggest component of the previous year’s batch. And he wanted to congratulate them on their beans. I too had a story to tell. I bought Kilimanjaro coffee in my local Sainsbury’s, I told the twenty or so farmers assembled on benches in the shed. I had drunk their beans for years, because I liked them best. Now I had come to find out for myself who grew them. The farmers had come to puncture our complacency.

The meeting began formally. There was a brief prayer and discussion of the society’s minutes. When John spoke, the farmers applauded as he announced that last season Cafédirect had bought 222 sacks of coffee, weighing about 13 tonnes, from their 900 smallholder farmers. They listened intently as he described how the international price of coffee was determined each day in New York, and how this was relayed to the Tanzanian auction in Moshi, the town at the bottom of the mountain where all their coffee was sold.

There were rumbles of agreement when he acknowledged that low prices caused problems for farmers. And nods all round as he explained how the purpose of Cafédirect was ‘to ensure you always have a reasonable return for your work. We guarantee you a minimum price, whatever the international market price might be. For your high grade of gourmet Arabica coffee that is one dollar forty-six cents a pound – twenty cents higher than the world market price at the moment.’

John finished. I thought it had gone down well. Then Jacob Rumisha Mgase, an old farmer with a weathered face, got to his feet. ‘I speak for the farmers,’ he said. There was a hush. ‘We’d like to know how much our coffee costs in the shops in England.’ It was a hand grenade thrown into the cosy world of ethical trade.

John picked up one of his packets: ‘This pack of Kilimanjaro coffee weighs half a pound and sells for about three pounds. So a pound costs just over six pounds, or about twelve dollars.’

His audience may have been peasant farmers, but they knew how to add up. Jacob turned his hat slowly in his hand. ‘So you buy our coffee for one dollar forty-six. And sell it for twelve dollars. Is that fair trade?’ His family, he said, could live for a week on the price of a pound of coffee in London.

John did his best. He explained that, after the coffee beans leave the farmers, they have to be cured and graded and packed and shipped to Europe, where they are roasted, ground, packaged, distributed to retailers, advertised and finally sold to the public. And even in fair trade everyone had to make a profit. To general bemusement, he pointed out the importance to supermarket sales of the smart metallized polymer packet, made in Spain. Jacob responded that his farmers had to fertilize the soil, plant the coffee, grow it, pick it, de-pulp it, dry it, carry it to the co-op, weigh it and put it into sacks. ‘All our costs are going up, but the coffee price keeps going down. We farmers are totally exhausted by what we do. I request on behalf of the farmers, try to think of us. Please pay more.’

At the back of the room, as Jacob talked, a man wet from the rain came into the shed with a small sack and put it on the scales. It contained just 7 pounds of beans – the output of his smallholding for a month. His income for that sack was about £5. Not for low-grade beans destined for a jar of instant, but for acknowledged high-quality ‘gourmet’ Arabica coffee, labelled as fairtrade and destined for sale at a premium price to some of the most discerning coffee-drinkers in the world. And me.

No wonder that these farmers, though educated themselves, struggle to send their own children to school. No wonder their roofs leak. No wonder that no farmer I met had even a motorbike to take his beans to the shed. No wonder that they have not been able to afford to replant bushes that were put in the soil by their grandfathers and are losing productivity.

Mount Kilimanjaro is prime coffee-growing land. The climate here, over 2,000 metres up the slopes of Africa’s highest mountain and away from the heat of the equatorial plains, is perfect. The sandy soils are fertile, and the vegetation lush. Except during droughts, there is sufficient water. And the farmers are up to the job. In among the coffee, they keep a cow or two. They grow maize for their bread, finger millet to make a potent banana-beer called mbege, and bananas for sale in the local market and to shade their coffee bushes.

After the meeting broke up, Jackson Kombe, one of the co-op’s leading lights, showed me his house and 2-hectare farm. He had 1,400 coffee trees that produced 300 kilograms of beans in an average year. That was an income of about £500. His coffee was organic, because he didn’t have the cash for expensive pesticides. His four cows provided organic fertilizer. He showed me a weed by the path: ‘I mix its leaves with water; it makes a bio-insecticide.’ Ecologists say this mixed, largely organic, farming system is ideal for conserving water, soils and wildlife. The farmers were doing everything right, and producing a superb product. Their problem was that their plots were tiny. And with coffee prices so low for so long, it has been hard for them to make a living.

Back at the shed, a truck had arrived from the Kilimanjaro Native Cooperative Union (KNCU), the ‘mother co-op’ to which all the local co-ops round the mountain are affiliated. The driver was loading up with sacks of beans. Only about a fifth of them would end up sold to Cafédirect at its premium price. The rest would be sold on the open market. They might end up in a high-price cappuccino in Rome, a fierce black brew in Riga, or a Starbucks almost anywhere on the planet.

Starbucks. Now that word set off a hubbub in the co-op shed. Much as Cafédirect courts these farmers (their photos appear on Kilimanjaro packets), many barely recognized its name. But they knew about Starbucks. As the rain set in again, Jacob almost spat its name across the shed. They knew all about its 13,000 branches purchasing one in every fifty coffee beans round the world. They knew the price of a latte better than I did – $5 in some places, someone said. They knew that you could get more than sixty cups out of a pound of coffee. And they were quite capable of working out that that meant Starbucks charged $300 for coffee for which the farmers received less than $1.50.

That’s a bit unfair on Starbucks. The company has branches to run and ambience to create. But everyone likes an ogre. And after thinking about Starbucks, the farmers liked John and Cafédirect rather more. One thing still rankled, however. Cafédirect was selling their coffee as fairly traded, and they just did not regard even its premium prices as fair. I was beginning to agree with them.

John and I travelled back down the mountain, catching glimpses of its melting ice cap. This is the road taken by Kilimanjaro coffee from some 60,000 smallholders in almost a hundred local co-ops to Moshi, where KNCU collects, cures and ships beans. KNCU is the oldest cooperative in Africa, about to celebrate its seventy-fifth anniversary. It was set up in the 1930s, when the British colonial authorities were introducing coffee on the mountain and the local farmers felt they were being cheated on price. Its members produce about 5,000 tonnes of beans a year. In 2006, about 80 tonnes went to Cafédirect, in five shipping containers.

Moshi is Kenya’s coffee capital. Every bean of Tanzanian coffee is sold at the auction here. KNCU coffee is auctioned beside lots from smallholders’ co-ops and large private coffee estates from across the country. The auction itself – held at 10 a.m. every Thursday morning – was a bit of a disappointment. There were no loud men shouting bids. Instead, every buyer sat at a desk and each lot was displayed on computer screens in front of them. They pressed buttons to bid. Even the sound of the auctioneer’s hammer was made by pressing a button. As ersatz as any instant blend.

Lots were sold, at around $1.25 a pound, to young traders who had flown in from Nairobi for the day. Their nametags bore the logos of local-sounding organizations like Mwanze and Mazao and Kilimanjaro Planting. But in reality, they were mostly the employees of global trading conglomerates. They included Volcafe Holdings, Ecom and Edmund Schluter, all based in Switzerland; Neumann Kaffee from Hamburg; and the US-based Louis Dreyfus Group. These traders of the most valuable commodity in world trade after oil sell to five big coffee manufacturers: Nestlé (the world’s largest coffee titans), Kraft (makers of Maxwell House and Kenco), Sara Lee (makers of Douwe Egberts), Procter & Gamble, and the German giant Tchibo.

But I was most interested in Lot 198, the KNCU coffee chosen by John and destined for Cafédirect. Legally, it had to go through the auction, the same as any other coffee. But because Cafédirect pays premium prices, it normally gets what it wants. Sure enough, Lot 198, one containerload of prime KNCU Arabica coffee, was sold to Twin Trading, Cafédirect’s buying partner, for $1.46 a pound. It was the highest-priced sale of the day, and meant extra money in the pockets of the KNCU’s farmers. Fair trade in action. Except that down on the farm, things look far from fair. Why so?

I don’t think the answer lies with the motives of the fairtraders. Their hearts are in the right place. In Britain, the fairtrade movement began as an initiative of the old Greater London Council under Ken Livingstone. The idea was to link cooperative stores in London to producer groups in the developing world, and cut out the middlemen. Nicaraguan cigar makers and Cuban textile workers were among the first beneficiaries. From the beginning, it was about more than the prices paid to individual farmers. It was also about promoting co-ops and helping communities. So under the rules of the London-based Fairtrade Foundation, an extra premium is also paid to community projects. On Kilimanjaro, Cafédirect hands back more than £20,000 in this way each year. The farmers I met were spending their dividend to set up a tree nursery and on scholarships so their children could go to secondary school. Money from other fairtrade buyers was going into tourism, roads and other local infrastructure.

That near-socialist philosophy persists as Ken’s baby grows into a fully fledged capitalist enterprise, embracing fruit, herbs, spices, rice, yoghurt, honey, flowers and wine; and as the logo has moved from Oxfam shops and hippie bean co-ops to the big stores. Cafédirect alone fills a billion British coffee mugs a year. Marks & Spencer sells nothing but fairtrade coffee, bought through its own-brand network. Nestlé too has one fairtrade brand.

But fairtrade coffee is far from taking over the world. If Nestlé were a true convert, it would be paying a premium price for all its coffee rather than, at last count, just 0.2 per cent. And therein lies the problem. Fair trade pays a premium, but on a global coffee price that remains catastrophically unfair to the coffee farmers. After the collapse in 1989 of the International Coffee Agreement – a cartel that had managed production, kept prices fairly high and stable, and ensured that small coffee farmers had markets for their products – prices crashed, reaching rock bottom in 2001. By 2007, coffee prices were starting to creep back up, but they remained well below their level in the mid-1990s. And small farmers like the members of the KNCU have lost out most dramatically. While Cafédirect’s sales of KNCU coffee may be booming, KNCU’s overall output is only a quarter what it was a generation ago.

I saw the decline most obviously on the last morning of my trip, when I visited KNCU’s curing plant in Moshi. Curing is a fairly simple process of cleaning and hulling and sorting the beans into different grades for dispatch to roasters. I expected a fairly modest factory, but instead I found a huge building twice the length of a football pitch and six storeys high. In the 1920s, when it was built, more than 700 people worked there. Now the place was largely empty, with a part-time roster of fewer than seventy staff. ‘We have the capacity to handle a million sacks of beans in a year in here, but we only had eighty thousand sacks last year,’ said my guide. Beneath piles of dust, I made out the chipped and discoloured remains of beautiful floor tiles. The place must once have been magnificent. But now it is a mausoleum commemorating the old state-run industry.

From Moshi, my Kilimanjaro coffee takes the pot-holed road to Dar port, from where it is loaded on to a container ship for the journey up the east coast of Africa, through the Red Sea and the Suez Canal to Tilbury dock on the Thames estuary and to a bonded warehouse close by. About once a fortnight, 3-tonne batches leave the warehouse for a Dutch-owned coffee roaster called Gala in Dartford in Kent.

Gala is Europe’s largest roaster of own-brand coffee. It has helped nurture Cafédirect’s growth to becoming the UK’s sixth-biggest coffee brand, selling more than 1,200 tonnes a year, including Kilimanjaro, Palenque from Mexico and Machu Picchu from Peru. In the tasting room, Gala’s technical manager Nick Boxall said he’d seen all the coffee fads come and go, but admitted that fair trade has given a new buzz to the industry. Was this more than just a new way for traders to make more money out of coffee? He smiled rather enigmatically.

Some see fairtrade coffee as cynical marketing of a ‘premium’ product, an ethical veneer for an industry built on exploitation. That would have been grossly unfair back in 2001, when for a while Cafédirect was paying three times the market price. But today, the virtue is perhaps less clear-cut. Yes, the Kilimanjaro farmers get a small premium – an extra 5p from the price of every half-pound bag I buy. But most of the extra I currently pay in the supermarket is taken up by the extra costs involved in grading and inspecting and trading in the smaller volumes of coffee. Probably this is inevitable, but it does leave a bad taste.

The Chagga people, who make up most of the coffee farmers on Kilimanjaro, are not surprised by this. They have a long and fairly shrewd acquaintanceship with global markets. This began in earnest more than a century ago, in the 1890s, when a Chagga king called Rindi established Moshi as a world centre for the ivory trade. Where today the town’s warehouses are full of sacks of coffee, back then they were lined with elephant tusks culled from animals killed on the plains west of the mountain. Most of the buyers were German settlers, who shipped the ivory out via Zanzibar to make billiard balls and ivory statuettes and piano keys for the drawing rooms of Europe. Quite possibly, the ivory keys on my piano back home were traded through Moshi. Doubtless the Chagga were complaining about the price then, too.

Eventually the elephant population collapsed, and when the British took over in 1922, they introduced coffee. But the Germans are still around in Moshi. One set up the Salzburg bar, where I ate. And a VW dealership still dominates the local motor trade. I was driven back to the airport in an old VW van. As we drove, I felt I wanted to shake the fairtraders and demand that they charge me more. Jacob’s accusing words came back to me: ‘Is that fair trade?’ Why, I thought, should feeling virtuous come so cheap when it still leaves farmers so poor?

I did not fall out of love with the idea of fair trade. Far from it. Companies like Cafédirect are on the side of the angels, fighting the global giants who constantly attempt to drive down prices. I drink fairtrade coffee, and would encourage you to do the same. But I do think it is a misnomer. Fairtrade coffee is not fairly traded. The price is still dictated by market conditions in Britain, rather than living conditions in Tanzania. I read an academic study on the fairtrade business by Verena Bitzer from the Copernicus Institute for Sustainable Development in Utrecht, which concluded rightly that the ethical coffee business is as ‘buyer-driven’ as the regular business. But beyond that, she made some interesting discoveries. For instance, that the old, established labelling systems like the Fairtrade Foundation and its adherents like Cafédirect had far tougher standards than some newer ones set up to allow big brands left behind by the ethical rush to muscle their way into the market – Fairtrade lite, you might say. And she warned that fair trade only works at the margins. Once it grows, it will start to depress the regular market price of coffee. In effect, the premium price will become the new market price. And all the farmers will be left with is the price of certification.

But let’s be clear. If there is a problem with fair trade, it lies with us and not the people at Cafédirect. The critical question is how much extra are we consumers prepared to pay, as we peruse the coffee packets on display in the supermarket, in order to feel good about our coffee? So far, we are not prepared to pay very much. We want our ethics on the cheap. If we convince ourselves on a Saturday morning in Sainsbury’s or Tesco that we are paying a truly fair price, giving the coffee farmers a proper return, then we are deluding ourselves.
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Going Local: My Ale, Cheese and Other Patriotic Delights

THIS BOOK IS more about people and places than about any arid analysis of my ecological footprint. And it is about my idiosyncrasies. After meeting the Chagga coffee growers on Mount Kilimanjaro, I came home to explore the less exotic pleasures of good local produce: of cheese and bread, of Scotch and strawberries. But first I went in search of that most distinctive of local products: beer.

I have always loved breweries. For a while, I was paid to go from one to another, supping free ale and trying to remain sober enough to write about the experience afterwards. I was chief reporter for the Campaign for Real Ale (CAMRA). It was a nice job that fitted my lifestyle. And I got out before my liver packed up.

There are a lot more global beer brands than there used to be. Bland brews, mostly. And, under pressure from the big combines, local breweries have been shutting down for as long as I have been drinking. But even today, a lot of beer is local. Every part of Britain has its own taste in ale: maltier or hoppier or yeastier, with full head or flat. Wherever I go, I try to drink the local ale. It gives me a sense of being somewhere in particular. Adnams of Suffolk or Wadworth of Wiltshire, Holt’s of Manchester or Fuller’s of London, Shepherd Neame of Kent or Timothy Taylor of West Yorkshire, Hook Norton of Oxfordshire or . . . I can taste them as I write.

Local brews tend to have local ingredients. Barley from Scotland rather than the US; hops from Kent rather than New Zealand. The total ‘beer miles’ for an English regional ale could be as little as 1,000 kilometres, against 40,000 kilometres for an international lager brand. But the list of local brews is shortening. While I was writing this book, two of the beers I drank most, because they are brewed near places in which I live, disappeared: Gale’s of Horndean in Hampshire, and Young’s of Wandsworth in London.

Non-beer-drinkers cannot know the tragedy of losing a favourite brew. Even those who shut the breweries suffer. It broke the heart of old John Young, proprietor of Young’s brewery, when he offered his prime industrial site in the heart of Wandsworth for sale at £100 million. He died literally as the last brew was being produced. I know that something masquerading as Gale’s now comes from Fuller’s Chiswick brewery, and barrels of ersatz Young’s roll out of the otherwise estimable Charlie Wells brewery in Bedford. These are decent ales, but not the same. Proper beers are complex living things, as much a product of their place as their recipe.

Mourning these losses, I began my tour of the British places that supply my food and drink at the Badger brewery on the water meadows of the River Stour in Dorset. There I tracked down the secret behind an un-real ale, a bottled brew that I drink with my Saturday-night curry. Golden Champion Ale is light, hoppy and laced with a strange fruity flavour that has enough bite to cut through a tandoori. I had come to Blandford St Mary to find its mastermind: head brewer Tim Morris.

Not long ago, Tim was dodging the cocaine cartels of Bogotá to set up and run a brewery in Colombia. Coming home, he chose well. The Badger brewery – more properly the ‘independent family brewer’ of Hall and Woodhouse – is a classic Victorian pile. It has a Dickensian feel. A chilly place even in summer, with men in pullovers sitting in panelled offices running a process unchanged since Queen Victoria was on the throne. Half the brewing kit is more than a century old, much of it cast-offs from other breweries that have shut down. I didn’t see a computer screen the entire time I was there.

The five-storey building is designed vertically so the precious fluid can work its way downwards, taking advantage of gravity. The malted barley is loaded in the roof, and milled to crack the grain. Then it is boiled up with water in 100-year-old vessels called ‘mash tuns’. Down one level, the liquid is strained and hops are added in a ‘copper’, also 100 years old and so thin it may not have long to go. After reboiling, the malty, hoppy brew ferments with yeast, during which the sugars from the malt are converted to alcohol. And, now at ground level, it is put into casks or bottles. Happily they were brewing a batch of Golden Champion during my visit.

Besides their beer, one thing I like about local breweries is that they usually have clear family ownership. My pension fund hasn’t got its mitts on them yet. Hall and Woodhouse was founded 250 years ago by Charles Hall, a farmer. And while the Halls have fallen by the wayside, the Woodhouses still own the brewery. A member of the fifth brewing generation, David Woodhouse, is the current managing director.

Tim sat me down to some tasting. Every ingredient was critical, he said. The water comes from a well sunk 40 metres into the chalk beneath the brewery. Hard, chalky water makes better beer. The barley was more variable. A lot depended on the harvest. ‘The most nervous part of my brewing year is around Christmas, when we have to choose the new barley malt for a new year,’ Tim said. Making a mistake can mess up the taste of the beer, and bring a summer of complaints from regulars at the company’s 200 pubs. When we talked, he was unsure whether to stick with Fanfare, a winter variety hit by pre-harvest rains in 2006, or switch to a spring variety called Optic. But it would be British.

So far, so pragmatic. Brewers are industrial chemists. But the dark arts take over when the conversation turns to yeasts. These are living things, cultivated continuously on the premises. If brewers have to go out and buy more, you know they are in trouble. Successive head brewers at Blandford have been cultivating the same strain since 1934. They have a back-up supply in the freezer, but have never had to use it. Yeast, says Tim, ‘is the primary reason for the unique character of our ales. It is the house flavour, the background flavour you find in all our beers.’ His is citrussy and melony. I supped some more.

But there was something else distinctive in Golden Champion. Tim’s eye lit up when I asked about it. Here was the artist at work. He developed the brew to win a competition for a new bottled summer ale. The competition was run by Tesco, but I won’t hold that against him. ‘We wanted a distinctive taste,’ he said. His answer was elderflower. I had heard of elderflower champagne and cordial, but not beer. Putting elderflower in a beer sounded sacrilegious to me.

But it is not so new. ‘English brewers were putting herbs like thyme and marjoram and elderflower into their beers four hundred years ago, before the Dutch introduced them to hops. So I was going back to an earlier tradition of brewing,’ said Tim. The taste is quite like some hops. When Tesco brought in its big-league judges – like my old CAMRA editor Roger Protz – they were persuaded that the strange taste was in fact an unusual hop. Only later did they twig that Tim had hoodwinked them. The brew won and has never looked back. Badger brews































Sources and Acknowledgements

I have resisted the temptation to pepper this story with footnotes and references. Generally, like any journalist, I have indicated my sources in the text, whether they are personal observations, direct conversations or printed and online sources. Anybody, particularly students, left in doubt is welcome to contact me at Pearcefred@hotmail.com.

This was a long journey and many people provided me with personal help along the way. Some don’t even know they helped; others would rather you didn’t know; and still others I have, no doubt, failed to remember as I write this. But thanks anyway to the following:

At Goldfields, Willie Jacobsz was keen to get me underground, and Rob Chaplin and Melville Haupt kept me safe and informed while I was down there. Also in South Africa, HelpAge International organized my extraordinary journey among the country’s AIDS grandmothers.

On Mount Kilimanjaro, John Weaver of Twin Trading was a most assiduous guide, while Simon Billing back in London swept up my later queries. Raymond Kimaro, general manager of KNCU, was welcoming and, at Cafédirect, thanks go to Katya Bobova. Harriet Lamb at the Fairtrade Foundation offered great advice and assistance at the start of my researches. Tim Morris at the Badger Brewery, Rachel Duffield at the Lighthouse Bakery and John Lister at Shipton Mill all gave their time and enthusiasm.

WWF took me to Mauritania, Alaska and Chengdu in China. In Mauritania, park ranger Antonio Araujo introduced me to desert fishers, while Pierre Campredon and Luc Hoffmann talked good sense. In Alaska, thanks especially to Denise Meredith and Pam Miller.

Iqbal Ahmed and Alec Dodgeon at Seamark may not be happy with my take on their industry, but I thank them none the less. Tutu, Dadu, Quazi Mukto and Abu Hasan Bakul all helped me in the heat of Khulna. In Dhaka, Khushi Kabir, Nazma Akter and, especially, Khorshed Alam helped me with both prawns and the rag trade. Thanks also to Bob Pokrant, Bill More and Juliette Williams.

Stefan Padulosi of the International Plant Genetic Resources Institute, now renamed Bioversity International, has been a fount of information on wild and orphan crops of all sorts. Emile Frison provided invaluable support for my researches into bananas, as did Rodomiro Ortiz on an earlier trip to his research station in the Niger delta, run by the International Institute for Tropical Agriculture. That trip, organized by Anne Moorhead of the IITA, also took me to Cameroon to explore cocoa farming in that country, where Stephan Weise was also a great help, and to Kano, where I heard B. B. Singh’s views on feeding Africa.

In Kenya, Michael Mortimore, an independent-minded Africa hand in the best tradition, introduced me to Machakos. Dicky Evans and Richard Fox facilitated my visit to Homegrown in Kenya, and John Simeoni and Rod Evans took me round.

In Australia, Tom Burke and Rick Humphries of Rio Tinto gave me the run of Gladstone. And, during the same visit down under, Kelly Chapman and Dan Hickey took me out to the cotton farms during a break from the Brisbane Riversymposium, scene of ‘dump, burn and offset’. Thanks also to Allan Williams.

At M&S, Graham Burden did his best to help me understand the cotton business, and Mike Barry was candid on corporate strategy for sustainable development. At Agrocel in India, Hasmukh Patel and Dilip Chhatrola were invaluable. And later, at Maral and Arvind, Amit Baid and Yash Baheti respectively could not have been more helpful. I visited Uzbekistan with a grant from the International Water Management Institute, whose Tashkent officer Iskandar Abdulaev accompanied me to Karakalpakstan.

The UN Population Fund and Don Hinrichsen took me to the Philippines to meet Nellie. Logitech’s Ben Starkie fixed me up with Sammy Cheng and his friends in Suzhou. Xiufang Sun talked me through the Chinese timber trade, along with Greenpeace and Scott Poynton of the Tropical Forest Trust and his colleagues.

Michael Renner of the Worldwatch Institute helped with war and the ‘resources curse’, as did Arjen Hoekstra on the virtual water trade and Tricia Feeney on the coltan scandal. Thanks to Sten Nillson at the International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis in Austria, along with Siberian partners, for taking me to Noyabr’sk. But no thanks to Gazprom and its agents for curtailing my visit to Novy Urengoi.

Midwinter Productions fixed my journey on the Thames waste barge. Ray Georgeson and Doreen Fedrigo guided me through the recycling maze. Paul Llewellyn introduced me to the virtues of sewage on beaches. Lynne Wright introduced me to the Milonge brothers in Dar es Salaam. Thanks also to the people of Cookshop and the estimable Paul Joynson-Hicks for finding a new owner for Joe’s phone in that same city.

I visited Chinese recyclers thanks to Robert Gibson and colleagues at Swire in Hong Kong and Xiamen. Priti Mahesh and Ravi Agarwal showed me the horrors of Mandoli, and Tony Roberts of Computer Aid International introduced me to Nairobi computer refurbishers. Mathis Wackernagel welcomed me to the Ecological Footprints conference in Siena.

The late Paul van Vlissingen, laird of Africa, berated me for an earlier article, before inviting me to his home near Utrecht to explain all. Peter Hall and Jesse Ausubel told me much about urban planning, green and otherwise. Thanks, as always, to the two Jims, Lovelock and Hansen, for their erudition on climate change and the science of our planet. Jack Caldwell was, similarly, a guru on demographics.

Parts of this journey, and much of my background knowledge, would not have been possible without the support of Jeremy Webb and the commissioning editors of New Scientist over many years. Some readers of that magazine will recognize snatches of material recycled here, particularly from my continuing blog, Fred’s Footprint, to be found on its website at www.newscientist.com.

My editor Susanna Wadeson, and agent Jessica Woollard, latched on to my idea for this book with enthusiasm, and saw it through, latterly with help from Rochelle Venables, who weeded out many non-sequiturs and over-elaborations, and copy editor Brenda Updegraff.

And thanks finally to my family – the sometimes mysterious ‘we’ in the text – who sustained the household on which this narrative is based and cajoled me in a ‘green’ direction that I have often resisted, through laziness or a desire not to pollute this ‘warts and all’ investigation. Now, of course, I have no excuse.
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