Entrepreneurial Peer Profile

Glass Menagerie
Less developed countries benefit from international trade. Their gains, however, do not depend solely on the activities of large, established businesses. These gains can also result from the efforts of the nation’s small entrepreneurs, some of whom may be just as comfortable operating in less as well as more developed economies.
For instance, Themba Megagula of Swaziland is one such young and enterprising college student who is studying international business at a California university. Themba, 22, is also operating a part-time import business of Swazi giftware and collectibles. His business grew out of a desire to satisfy the requests of a few close friends and to make a little extra cash by capitalizing on his heritage.
Themba is the oldest of five children. His father, a former university administrator, now works as a consultant for the U.S. Agency for International Development. His mother, an American, is a university professor. Themba started globe-trotting at birth and has already travelled extensively through the continents of North America, Europe, and Africa. He was only 18 when he arrived alone in the United States to attend school. He adapted quickly because he is self-reliant and resourceful.
The kingdom of Swaziland is bordered on the north, west, and south by South Africa. It is the second smallest country in Africa with 1 million people. Its economy is driven by exports, whose value equals more than 65 percent of its GDP.
Last summer when he visited his family in southern Africa, his friends in the United States asked him to bring back some souvenirs. He returned with an excess of wooden carvings and masks, which he quickly gave to friends or sold on consignment through a local gift store.
Energized by his success and encouraged by his friends, Themba tried to figure out what else he might be able to import from Swaziland. “You are from Swaziland, which has a really unique culture. What do you have there that would be interesting to people here?” his friends asked.
Themba then remembered the glass factory, which was 15 minutes from his home in Africa. He had visited it during a high school field trip. It produced the most exquisite blown-glass animal figurines. If Americans could not go to Africa on safari, he would bring the animals to them. However, these lions, rhinoceros, hippopotamuses, and elephants would only be three to four inches tall, Themba thought.
With help from his father, Themba ordered a small shipment of a variety of the glass animals. His father helped finance the initial inventory. Through the career centre at his university, Themba found a directory of African gift stores in California. Themba called on several stores located nearby during the days he was not working at another part-time job or attending classes. He found several that would sell the items on consignment, and sell they did, except for the elephants.
Themba learned that even with a product such as glass animals, one has to be culturally sensitive. His shipment of elephants had their trunks pointing down. “Apparently among some other ethnic groups, the downward trunks are a sign of bad luck. In Africa, at most, it may mean the elephant is thirsty and looking for a drink of water,” Themba said.
Themba continues to sell his glass menagerie on consignment. He usually pays $1 to $3 per item excluding shipping costs and tariffs. He tries to set his price to make 60 percent over cost. His next objective is to expand distribution. Therefore, he usually carries inventory in the trunk of his car so that he can visit prospective retailers whenever he finds some free time.
Because of his drive, Themba is able to earn some extra cash while implementing his textbook knowledge. Because of his initiative, a Swazi glass factory, which used to be the site of an old coal mine, now has a small opening to the most developed country in the world.

Copyright © 1999 Helena Czepiec, California State Polytechnic University, Pomona. Permission requested for publication.

