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   Many travellers to India have dreamt of taking home some of the
   dazzling silks and beautiful furniture and setting up shop. Tracy
   Kitching has turned that dream into a flourishing business.
   Report and photographs Sue Carpenter
   Tracy Kitching is sitting in a Rajasthani den amid swathes of jewel
   bright slippery silks and gilded brocades. 'These are 100-year-old
   wedding saris,' declares the salesman as he sends yet another one
   billowing towards her.
   Tracy raises her eyebrows at me. 'They're old, but not more than 40 or
   50 years. You take the patter with a pinch of salt.'
   'Jeremy irons buy 12 coats from us!' continues the salesman. 'Beatle
   buy antique gold jewellery for his daughter Stella. The Queen buy many
   thing here!'
   'Really, the Queen?' I ask with surprise.
   'Yes, madam. The Queen drummer, Roger Taylor.'
   You need a good eye, a cool head and a healthy dose of cynicism to buy
   goods from India. You also need endless patience, humour and a taste
   for chai, the sweet, milky, cardamom tea that is proffered as soon as
   you're enticed over the threshold of any store. Tracy has all these
   attributes, plus loads of style and enthusiasm, which have made her
   jewel-box of a shop. Opium, back home in London's Chelsea, a magnet
   for lovers of Indian furniture, textiles, jewellery, stoles, sari
   cushions, photo albums and other Oriental exotica.
   On a long sojourn through Asia in 1996, Tracy, like many travellers to
   the continent, was enchanted by the rich seam of old and contemporary
   goods on sale. Many of us entertain the idea of importing these exotic
   finds to sell to the less globetrotting public. Few of us would take
   on the hard reality of haggling, shipping, stocktaking and running a
   shop. With a business and marketing background, however, Tracy did
   just that, and her combination of flair and business nous (for
   example, opting to import from just one country – India - lest the
   operation become to wieldy) has proved a success from the moment she
   opened her shop doors, in the summer of 1999.
   ‘We had an amazing start,’ says Tracy. ‘The first thing we sold was a
   chicken cage, and the second was a bridal palanquin, to Charlie Watts
   of the Rolling Stones. ‘ Since then, she has sold a coffee table to
   actor John Hurt, jewellery to Elizabeth Jagger, and endless pretty
   things to the Chelsea set.
   When we met, in Jodhpur, the centre for antique furniture, she is at
   the end of a month-long buying mission, stocking up for Christmas.
   It’s been a jam-packed trip, with Tracy moving from city to city,
   selecting and ordering items which she has sent to Jodhpur. There, her
   furniture suppliers pack everything up in a 32-cubic metre container
   to be shipped to Britain.
   Kicking off in Delhi, Tracy bought Tibetan singing bowls, antique
   Ganeshes (the Hindu god of knowledge) and buddhas, bolts of the
   natural, grainy khadi silk that was championed by Ghandi, and brass
   oil lamps. Next stop was Lucknow, home of exquisite chikan embroidery.
   Tracy stocked up on embroidered cotton kurtas, or kaftans, for women,
   men and children. This time, she had also brought out a pattern for
   her manufacturers to try out a sample, adapting the traditional floaty
   shape to a more fitted version for the home market. In Jodhpur,
   despite the dust and blazing heat, she looks dazzling in the result –
   a crisp white kaftan with bobbly embroidery at the neck.
   After Lucknow Tracy went for the first time to Varanasi, famous
   equally for its silk and its cremation ghats beside the holy river
   Ganges. ‘Three days weren’t long enough,’ sighs Tracy. ‘It’s difficult
   when you first arrive in a city because you don’t know where to begin
   and there are thousands of manufacturers there. I bought some
   beautiful tussore silk sari and stoles in Tibetan monks’ robes
   colours, but I was just as fascinated by the cremation ghats and the
   holy men.’
   The stimulation to every sense is, of course, mwhat attracts so many
   creative people to India. But doing business there is no picnic.
   Tramping around n the heat is exhausting and Tracy often works until
   9pm, since shops will stay open as long as a sale beckons. They are
   also the canniest operators in the world.
   But, after only 3 years in the import/export business, with a couple
   of buying trips a year, Tracy is wise to the game. She has one rule
   that has stood her in good stead: she never buys from touts and always
   makes the initial approach. ‘I think I’ve got a good instinct for
   people and it’s never let me down. I go a lot on whether I feel
   comfortable with people, whether they understand what I’m trying to
   achieve, and whether I’m going to enjoy working with them’
   In Rajasthan, her final stop, she has managed to sift out some gems –
   not least in the gem city of Jaipur, where she ordered some 400 pieces
   of jewellery made to her own designs. She sat with her suppliers,
   selecting raw cut stones and strings of tiny faceted beads in
   delicious combinations – tourmaline with with lemon quartz, aquamarine
   with rainbow moonstone and pink kunzite, garnet with green peridot: ‘I
   wanted that tribal look but using different stones from just the
   turquoise and coral’ These are too precious to send by container.
   After we meet, she will return to collect the completed pieces,
   bringing some back with her and sending the rest home by air.
   After stocking up on miniature paintings and hand-block printed saris
   and throws by award-winning craftsman Abdul Rashid, it was time to hit
   Jodhpur, where Tracy has spent a full 10 days choosing chests, day
   beds, carved wooden screens, statues of gods, heavy wooden bowls, old
   wedding saris and other delectable knick-knacks. Her particular
   talent, she believes, is her Miss Marple instinct: ‘I don’t like to
   leave any stone unturned in hunting ut things.’
   We set off in the morning by sunshine yellow auto-rickshaw – Tracy
   knows all the local drivers – to the furniture emporium, Lal Ji
   Handicrafts, the largest dealer of old furniture, from colonial to the
   more traditional carved wooden Rajasthani and Gujarati styles. The
   ceiling is studded with dusty baubles and crystal lanterns of deep
   blue, cranberry and bottle green. Tracy chooses some and we move on to
   Lal Ji’s warehouse, where huge hangers are stacked with furniture. At
   least one hanger-full seems to belong to Tracy.
   How is she going to fit it all into her small, if perfectly formed,
   shop? Ah, Tracy is going the way of Lal Ji. She has recently acquired
   a warehouse in Fulham, where customers can view everything, by
   appointment. She will spend some £20,000 to £25,000 during this trip
   on around 1,000 pieces from Jodhpur, plus another 1,000 items of
   jewellery and smaller goods.
   Picking her way through the carved doors and pieces that she has put
   aside for restoration over the past week, Tracy draws chalk circles
   around table legs and wooden figures that need more layers of paint
   removing, or a fillet of wood replaced. A pile of kitsch 1930s
   pictures of gods and goddesses catches her eye. ‘They will fit in with
   the whole Bollywood craze,’ she enthuses. An intricately carved bed
   sends her into further ecstasy. ‘I want to get the balance in the shop
   between that naïve quality and heavily ornate pieces which can look
   good in grand houses.’
   This store is where it all began for Tracy, in 1996. Having worked in
   music marketing, events organising (for her sister Gilly’s business,
   Inspiration) and as a PA to an entrepreneur, she decided at the age of
   34, to throw it all in and travel for 6 months, with a view to finding
   her own business inspiration. ‘Before I left, I met a girl at a dinner
   party who said that Lal Ji was the place to buy furniture. I went
   there right at the beginning of my trip and bought a desk inlaid with
   bone. That sowed the seed. I’d wanted to set up a business that I
   could feel passionate about.
   ‘I was sensible enough not to come back and just do it. I spent nearly
   2 years learning about Indian crafts and culture from books and
   museums, deciding how I could be different from other shops. I wanted
   to do the best, both old and new that was coming out of India. I feel
   that my competitors might be trying to make things comfortable for the
   West, whereas I want things to be pure Indian. I specialise in genuine
   and unusual antique furniture, but I’ll sometimes think of an adaptive
   use, such as making old window frames into mirrors or fretwork doors
   into bed-heads.’
   With her business background and a top-up course, Tracy put together
   and business plan. She remortgaged her flat to raise £30,000, while
   Gilly invested £60,000. ‘That was just to cover us until the day we
   opened!’ says Tracy. Happily, the shop has been enticing shoppers from
   day one.
   As we leave Lal Ji, Tracy pauses to play with the children of the
   bejewelled women who are not shop mannequins but – as is traditional
   for women from low castes – manual labourers, rebuilding one of the
   Lal Ji warehouses that was destroyed by fire. We head back to Ajit
   Bhawan hotel – home from home to all the foreign dealers – for a cool
   dip in the pool and a drink before hitting the street bazaars. Tracy
   checks out a jooti (shoe) store for embroidered Rajasthani slippers
   and picks up a coconut and some snacks from street stalls. To one and
   all – persistent touts, drivers, street kids, traders – she emanates a
   gentleness and freshness that most visitors to India loose after 3
   days, let alone 3 years.
   Fear of the shipping process deters many from heading out to India to
   but their own goods. But, says Tracy, ‘companies like lal Ji really
   help. They do a lot of the paperwork, so I don’t actually have a
   shipping agent. They organise the container, do the packing lists,
   take photos of everything – one set for me, one for them. Jodhpur is
   now a dry dock, so they can seal the container here. Before it had to
   unloaded and sealed in Bombay and things would get broken.’
   It must be stressful spending all that money and not knowing whether
   goods will a) arrive in one piece and b) sell. This is Tracy’s first
   solo trip, without Gilly or a friend or a client for at least one leg
   of the journey, to reassure her in her decisions. ‘Buying such a lot
   of stuff used to make me nervous, but less so now,’ she says. ‘I used
   to start cancelling things. Last year I arrived in 11 September and I
   thought, “Do people really want to buy a charpoy (bedstead) when they
   should be investing in a nuclear bunker?”’
   It seems they did, since Opium’s sales figures have increasd by 20 per
   cent each year. ‘This trip has been less stressful and exhausting
   because I’ve trodden this path before,’ adds Tracy. ‘I feel very
   comfortable and at ease in India. The hardest bit is back home when
   the shipment arrives. It’s like moving house twice a year – it takes
   four removal men and three girls from the shop a day to unload it.’
   Indeed, it must be a schizophrenic existence, flitting between
   fiercely hot, sense-jangling India and damp style-conscious London.
   But Tracy adores her shop as much as her travels. ‘I love the soace
   and atmosphere, and customers seem to love it too. I think being
   female in this business gives a different perspective. Most of the UK
   dealers are men, but I don’t know if men are as good at choosing
   jewellery or clothes, or accessorising. Display is very important to
   me and all the girls in the shop – we feel like we’re doing our own
   house.’
   Tracy’s own ‘house’ is, in fact, a tiny flat in Fulham. In London, she
   seems the bachelor girl about town. It is, she shrugs, just
   ‘circumstances… I’d love to be in a relationship, but I’m also good on
   my own - and its got to be really right. Since I’ve got my working
   life sorted out, it’s made me think I would like a little entourage.
   At the moment it’s my two baby goddaughters who get everything!’
   In the meantime, she says, ‘I’m so lucky to have fund my niche in
   life. Someone said to me that when you start your own business, the
   best time is at the beginning. But I don’t feel like that at all – I’m
   learning all the time, and each thing I buy is lovelier than the
   last.’
   Opium, 414 King’s Road, London SW10
   Tel:020 7795 0700
   You magazine
   ------------
   December 2002
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