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Try this at home

This issue contains  
cross-border smugglers, 
spacesuit stitchers, and 
blue-dollar exchangers 
finding creative ways to 
navigate through it all. 
If you hit roadblocks in 
your own work, hack 

them, build around them, 
and make it better.
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Lodestone is one of only two magne-
tized minerals in the natural world. Chinese 
inventors had figured this out by the year 1088. 
Through earlier tinkering with available ma-
terials (possibly as early as 100 CE), inventors 
found that striking unencumbered pieces of 
iron—often spoons—against lodestone would 
align the metal along the north-south axis.

Early iterations fed a then-more import-
ant goal than navigation: proper alignment of 
buildings. Slow hacking led to the waterborne 
compass, which eventually replaced previous 
exploration methods like landmarking or astron-
omy and inspired modern technologies like the 
radio-based radar and satellite-driven GPS.

With 1.75 billion smartphone users able to 
access GPS coordinates in a few swipes, finding 
the physical path from A to B has never, on the 
whole, been easier. But not always.

In recent years, tens of thousands of citi- 
zens have vanished from countries like Mexico, 
Syria, and Sudan. Nigeria captured recent 
headlines as vigilante groups grabbed available 
weapons and went hunting for clues to bring 
their kidnapped girls home. Migrants still take 
enormous travel risks to flee persecution or 
seek economic security. And we all still often 
find ourselves in situations—GPS or not—
where the directions don’t square with the 
surroundings, or we can’t seem to follow the 
breadcrumbs back home.

Physical journey is only a small part of 
navigation. How do you make it as a salesman 
when your job suddenly becomes illegal? When 
a crime committed in a heartbeat sentences you 
to an eternity in jail, how do you face forward?
We take on some of these topics in the coming 
pages—where you will notice some creative 

tinkering of our own. Our new design, inspired 
by our readers and contributors, brings a more 
fluid approach to how we cover our stories.

With a more engaging issue structure, a pep-
pering of how-to graphics and illustrations, and 
a more portable format, we hope to better guide 
you through the world of hidden creativity that 
we seek out from all corners of the world. 

This issue also marks the launch of a 
brand-new website that offers an amazing new 
reading experience for our digital subscribers. 
Visit mkshft.org to see some of our new ideas, 
like our On Assignment blog and On Air video 
channel, both with fresh content. 

These new developments are the product of 
15 passionate team members across 13 hours of 
time zones, as well as nearly 300 contributors 
across 80 countries. That’s why we’ve created 
a new organization called the Makeshift In-
stitute, which offers research, workshops, and 
advisory services to help you uncover creative 
solutions of your own. If you want to tap into 
our network, visit institute.mkshft.org.

Let us be your lodestone. We may not always 
point you north, but we’re sure we’re your best 
guide to hidden creativity.

E D I TO R’ S  N OT E I S S U E  9 N AV I G AT I O N

Myles Estey
editor-in-chief
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“They already know we 
start digging here. What’s 
really important is that they 
don’t find the exit.”

G L O B A L  T R E K S

M A K E S H I F T
A F I E L D  G U I D E  TO  H I D D E N  C R E AT I V I T Y
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“They already know we 
start digging here. What’s 
really important is that they 
don’t find the exit.”
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Over the last year, Egypt’s military 
says it destroyed 1,370 tunnels 
originating in the Gaza Strip
— Trade in Spades
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main thoroughfare for everyday necessities. 
“We’re talking everything here: household 
furniture, flour, sugar, cement, tobacco, elec-
tronics, gas. It was a huge business,” says Omar 
Shaban, an economist and director of the local 
think tank Palthink.

Hundreds of tunnels that connected to 
Egypt’s Sinai region once accounted for 99 per-
cent of trade in Gaza, he adds. The market was 
so lucrative that in 2008, Hamas started incor-
porating tunnel revenues into its fiscal budget. 
“At its height, the tunnels were the main  
source of tax to the Hamas government. There 
were some estimations that the taxes arrived  
to half a billion dollars a year.”

That has all changed since the summer of  
2013, after Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood 
president Mohamed Morsi was overthrown in 
a military coup and a spate of terrorist attacks 
hit Egypt’s poorly policed Sinai. The Muslim 
Brotherhood and Hamas (an original offshoot 
of the Brotherhood) were quickly blamed for 
the attacks, and the smuggling tunnels were 
labeled a conduit to terrorism.

The Egyptian military destroyed over 1,000 
tunnels. Abu Mohamed sighs as he remembers 
the operation that followed Morsi’s coup. He 
adamantly denies that weapons or militants 
flowed underground. “We use it as a lifeline,  
not for terrorists.” 

Abu Mohamed is one of a handful of remain-
ing diggers trying to resuscitate the tunnel net-
works and ameliorate an economic slump that 
economist Omar describes as “the worst ever in 
Gaza’s recent history”. Abu Mohamed’s tent in 
the southern Rafah region of Gaza is a rare sign 
of life in a sea of abandoned white marquees 
that shelter the entrances to defunct tunnels.

Abu Mohamed hovers near the entrance  
of a gaping cavern and fumbles with a small 
set of speakers. He carefully traces his fingers 
along a black wire until they reach a tiny metal 
nub soldered onto the end. Putting the ad-hoc 
microphone to his lips, he shouts, “Ready? 
Okay. Pull, Wajdi!”

At the end of the tunnel, nearly a kilome-
ter away, Abu Mohamed’s command booms 
through another set of speakers in a haze of dis-
torted feedback. Wajdi, hunkered underground 
in near-total darkness, reaches over a mound 
of freshly dug soil and flicks a rusty switch from 
“0” to “1”. A nearby crank whirrs at full speed, 
and a sprawl of cable slowly spins towards him.

Back at the surface, Abu Mohamed watches 
as an empty rubber sled, hooked to one end  
of the cable, slowly slithers down a steady  
gradient and into the tunnel to Wajdi, who fills 
it with soil and sends it back. Turning to me, 
Abu Mohamed smiles, throws his arms open, 
and almost bows. “This is how you build a tun-
nel, my friend.”

For the beleaguered residents of the Gaza 
Strip, underground smuggling tunnels to  
Egypt are a lifeline. When the Islamist group 
Hamas took control of Gaza in June 2007,  
Israel responded with a trade blockade, and  
the subterranean black market became the 

T R A D E T R A D E  I N  S PA D E S

“We use it as a lifeline, not 
for terrorists.”

Lights shine back 
from Abu Mohamed’s 
tunnel. Egypt is still a 
kilometer away.
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HOW TUNNELS STACK UP
Gaza isn’t the only subterranean  
smuggling site. The following tunnels  
have been found globally:

1,370 TUNNELS
EGYPT TO GAZA STRIP

Supplied Gaza with basic 
goods but largely destroyed 
by Egypt in 2013-14

200 TUNNELS
MEXICO TO U.S.

Transferred drugs like cocaine 
and marijuana, with most 
arriving in Nogales, Arizona

Abu Mohamed is five months and one kilometer 
into the project; he will need to double this to 
finish. “The tunnels need to be longer now to 
avoid the Egyptian military,” he says.

The typical strategy for building a tunnel 
is to simply dig at an angle perpendicular to 
the border with Egypt. Ahmed, another digger 
here, peers over the edge of a tunnel well and 
explains, “You have two basic types of tunnel: 
one like this”—he kicks a rock down the shaft 
and waits to hear it crack against the bot-
tom—“which is built straight down around 15 
meters, before going straight across the border, 
then straight up again.” The other type slowly 
curves down in a gentle “U” shape before pop-
ping back up in Egypt.

TUNNEL
CHINA TO HONG KONG1
Intended to transfer 
electronics but destroyed 
by China in 2013

1 TUNNEL
UKRAINE TO SLOVAKIA

Found in 2012, trafficked 
2.6 million cigarettes and 
possibly people

1 TUNNEL
CANADA TO U.S.

Intended to move marijuana 
but destroyed by US in 2005

1 TUNNEL
SARAJEVO TO  
UN-CONTROLLED 
SARAJEVO AIRPORT

Funneled Sarajevan refugees 
out and brought in goods and 
weapons during 1990s siege

Abu Mohamed turns  
the homemade switch 
that pulls the excavated 
dirt from below ground 
back to Gaza.
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“I have heard of some people digging with  
their hands,” Abu Mohamed explains as another 
sled full of soil emerges from the hole. “But we 
have spades and pickaxes. Gaza is good for that. 
It has a lot of construction equipment lying 
around and no materials to build with.”

The Gazan diggers almost mock the Egyptian 
border guards with how close they build to the 
border. None of the tunnel entrances are more 
than 200 meters away from Egyptian outposts. 
“They already know we start here. What’s really 
important is that they don’t find the exit,” 
Ahmed says, pointing over into Egypt.

“We don’t know exactly where the other  
tunnels are underground, but it isn’t that con-
gested down there,” Abu Mohamed says.  
“As long as we dig straight from here we won’t 
have any problems. The only problems are 
when we reach Egypt.”

The entrance to his tunnel, which measures 
1.5 meters high, is framed with large piles 
of sandbags in a cursory attempt to stop the 
earth from collapsing in around it. Wooden 
supports prop up the passageway for the  
first 20 meters, but after that, the tunnel con-
tinues on its own, unsupported and with tons 
of earth above it.

Towards the middle, the claustrophobia-in-
ducing tunnel reaches several lows of less  
than one meter, requiring visitors to assume a 
prostrate crawl to sneak through. The atmo-
sphere hangs heavy with a stale humidity, the 
earth sweats and heaves under the immense 
weight above it. In these tunnels, workplace 
safety and standard engineering codes are 
merely an afterthought.

“It’s very dangerous. I know a lot of people  
who have died,” Ahmed says. “My cousin was 
injured in a tunnel collapse just six months 
ago.” Peering into the darkness, he recalls his 
first venture into one of the tunnels. “It felt 
like I was walking into my own grave.”

Wajdi suddenly comes in over the speakers 
from deep inside the tunnel. “[The sled is] all 
full, Abu Mohamed. Can you send some water 
and cigarettes down the next time?” Abu Mo-
hamed reaches into his packet of cigarettes, 
pulls out three sticks, and lays them down next 
to the microphone. “No problem, Wajdi.” 

Goods into Gaza 
Gaza’s tunnels are used to bring 
in key items like staple foods, 
fuel, and medicine. But they also 
traffic nonessentials, such as KFC 
chicken, iPads, luxury cars, candy 
bars, and generic Viagra.
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