Entrepreneurial Peer Profile

With a Little Help from My Friends

With his undergraduate degree in international business nearly complete at age 26, Gordon Craig is igniting his passion to build his own international business. He has started T. A. (Tellurian Armamentaria) Global, a worldwide commodities distributor. According to Gordon, tellurian armamentarium means supply house for the inhabitants of the Earth, which is what he dreams his company will become. Clients from abroad hire him to locate cheaply and efficiently the products they need. He deals primarily in aftermarket automotive performance parts and sound equipment to Japan, Hong Kong, and the Philippines. However, he is now negotiating deals for personal watercraft and novelty items.

Gordon’s quest for an international lifestyle began when he was born in Hong Kong to a Chinese mother and an American father. He has already lived on three continents, having been raised in Australia and moving to the United States 10 years ago. Gordon moves easily between the Asian and the Western halves of his culture.

His business would not be possible without a little help from his friends. Unlike some budding international entrepreneurs, Gordon does not rely on family connections. Instead he depends on an ever-increasing worldwide network of friends.

Whenever Gordon meets someone new either through his travels, internships, organizations, or the university, he trades business cards. He carefully files each card he receives for future reference. His card collection is an extensive source of prospective customers, distributors, and suppliers. It has become one of the most important assets of his business. Yet no one card is more valuable than another. Each represents not only a business contact but also a friend. Gordon advises that it is important to build such friendships and to treat everyone you meet with respect.

His connections multiply when his own cards find their way into the hands of friends of friends. He has more confidence in the resulting contacts because of their origins. Before he enters an agreement with such a contact, he asks his friends for a profile of the prospective client.

He has concentrated on high-performance automotive equipment, ranging from carbon fiber clutches to turbo kits. His strong knowledge and fascination with performance cars dates back to high school. Often the key to selecting the right product to export can be found in what you enjoy. It is easier to sell a product that you understand and believe in.

In college, Gordon obtained an internship with a company that exports automotive performance parts and accessories. He also interned with Specialty Equipment Marketing Association, the trade association for the aftermarket automotive performance industry. In these positions, he gained even more product knowledge. He also met individuals who have provided him with the advice necessary for setting up his own business and who can supply him with the products he needs.

Gordon, who speaks fluent Cantonese, has been concentrating on customers in the Far East because of his affinity with the Asian culture. “I understand the Asian way of thinking and communicating. I can immerse myself in being Asian.” Such empathy is key to successfully operating within a foreign culture.

He is working with three Japanese individuals whom he has not yet met in person. The initial contact was made through a fellow member of the Cal Poly World Traders, a student organization to which he belongs. The contact then recommended Gordon to a friend who in turn recommended him to another friend.

The two companies he is dealing with in the Philippines resulted from referrals from two other friends. He was able to meet them in the Philippines last summer when returning from a study tour of China.

His Hong Kong connection was the result of contacts he made while participating in the same summer study tour of China. As part of the study program, he instructed a group of Chinese about U.S. customs, etiquette, and travel. The group to whom he had been assigned consisted of high-ranking economic officials, who were impressed with his language skills and his helpfulness.

Gordon started his business with less than $500. He continues to operate with little capital. He works out of his home, where his biggest expense is his telephone bill, which averages about $160 per month. The foreign companies fax Gordon their orders and wire transfer him the money. He then purchases the products and airfreights their orders. He keeps no inventory and will not ship an order unless he has been paid. He marks up the orders between 20 and 30 percent.

Gordon estimates that he devotes three to four hours a day on the enterprise, making telephone calls, sending e-mail, and working on the computer. He conducts most of his business over the telephone or via e-mail, which are both great equalizers when it comes to age and company size. Gordon, who is soft spoken but articulate, understands the importance of good telephone skills. “I am very comfortable when dealing over the phone. I am assertive but always respectful and down to earth.” He also has learned how to be personable via e-mail. He has found that his Asian clients insist on developing a personal relationship before they engage in a business transaction.

Gordon is now shipping $1,500 to $2,500 worth of merchandise per month. Within a year, he plans to increase that tenfold, assuming he can devote himself to the enterprise full time. Looking to the future, he knows that he will need more capital and more contacts. For example, he maintains the Chinese contacts he made even though the market is still too small and too risky for performance auto parts.

This young entrepreneur is investigating other opportunities in Brazil and Egypt, and he continues to give away his business cards to his growing circle of friends.

Copyright © 1997 Helena Czepiec, California State Polytechnic University, Pomona. Permission required for publicati

