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  Introduction




  TWENTY YEARS AGO it would have been strange for a young American without a special interest in Japan to do business with a Japanese. These days every

  young American I know seems to have had the experience. My own first exposure to Japan came five years ago on the London trading floor where I sold bonds for the American investment bank Salomon

  Brothers. By the time I first encountered Japanese in the marketplace, they had a well-earned reputation for being as reluctant as a nun on a date. Only after months of dinners, phone calls, and

  countless meetings over charts and graphs would they give you business. And even then you might come away empty-handed. The only sure way to sell bonds to a Japanese money manager, I was told, was

  to lead him to believe that every other Japanese money manager was buying from you. Nothing moved a Japanese so surely as the fear of being left behind.




  As we bond salesmen plumbed the shallows of the Japanese mind, the finances of America and Japan were growing together. Every three months the U.S. Treasury announced its intention to borrow $10

  billion or so, and every three months thousands of Americans looked at each other and asked the same question: ‘Will the Japanese buy?’ Every three months a rumor circulated that the

  Japanese had lost interest in financing the American deficit. Every three months this rumor would cause the American government-bonds market to collapse. Then the Japanese would start to buy.

  Quickly. For when Japanese money moved, it moved all at once; and we felt certain that the behavior of Japanese money was being co-ordinated by some sinister force.




  A lot has been written about commercial relations between Japan and America. The tendency of the writers has been to emphasize the absence of borders in the modern world. What with the

  relatively free flow of money and goods and advances in communications, national distinctions are being rendered meaningless. On some level this may be true. But nations still levy taxes, impose

  trade quotas, and declare wars. And to an American sitting at a desk in Europe, trying to do business with Japanese, national distinctions – or more precisely, cultural traits – were

  becoming more rather than less important. I had never before seen so much chaos and misunderstanding. This was the start of my curiosity about Japan.




  By the time I left Salomon Brothers, I had assembled a long list of questions, most of which touched upon the current friction between Japan and America. Why did the Japanese persist in piling

  up massive trade and capital surpluses? Why did they throw good money after bad into the American bond market and appear indifferent to losing fortunes? Why was one investment bank, Salomon

  Brothers, raking in hundreds of millions of dollars in Japan when its otherwise worthy competitors could not gain a toehold? Why, if Japanese financial institutions like Mitsui and Mitsubishi were

  co-ordinating their activities, did they also loathe one another so obviously?




  In satisfying my own curiosity, I hoped to address the principal source of tension between America and Japan: the mistrust with which each views the other’s motives and methods. Most of

  what has been written on the subject of Japan’s threat to America has been of a political orientation filtered through politicians and trade negotiators. This is odd, since the main

  characters in the conflict between Japan and America are businessmen. Probably the reason for the gap between literature and reality is that businessmen are shy of the press. So it seemed useful to

  go in search of business people who would talk – real people in the midst of the fray, who could answer my questions about what it’s like to conduct business in a foreign culture.




  My plan was to find and describe an American businessman in Japan and a Japanese businessman in America. I intended to write more around them than about them; I envisioned them as leads

  in a Pacific soap opera that had been running since Japanese and Americans first encountered one another 150 years ago. What I needed was people who would let me tag along while they worked, tell

  me what they really thought, introduce me to their friends and colleagues, and send me off to read books whenever I asked a stupid question. And I had a lot of stupid questions to ask.




  



  




  Chapter 1




  Japanese Defense




  

    

      ‘When it is not necessary to change, it is necessary not to change.’




      LUCIUS CARY (c. 1610–1643), VISCOUNT OF FALKLAND


    


  




  THE FIRST AMERICAN tourist to set foot on Japanese soil was locked into a cage. His name was Ranald MacDonald (spelled differently but pronounced the

  same as the patron saint of hamburgers). More than 100 years before the fast-food chain was founded, the MacDonalds of Oregon developed a fascination for Japan. Ranald was seized by the perverse

  conviction that he had Japanese blood, though his mother was of Indian ancestry. In 1848, at the age of 20, he booked a passage on a whaling ship scheduled to cruise by northern Japan. When the

  ship neared the coast, young Ranald pushed off in a dinghy and began to paddle. He feared, rightly, that if he arrived by boat his Japanese cousins would simply shove him back out to sea. So before

  hitting the beaches, he capsized the dinghy and floated ashore on the trunk containing his belongings. It could have been then – when the white man on the trunk first came into view –

  that the Japanese conceived of the human cage.




  The cage, made of wood, was sent to Edo (the former name of Tokyo), where it sat with its disillusioned captive on display for several weeks. Although American sailors had washed up from time to

  time on the shores of northern Japan, the citizens of Edo had never before seen an American. Japan had been off-limits to foreigners for more than 200 years, and the few foreigners required for

  trade were confined on a tiny island off the southern coast called Dejima. (An anonymous 19th-century Dutch author explained in Manners and Customs of the Japanese in the Nineteenth Century

  that ‘when the Japanese government began to entertain a jealousy and dislike of foreigners, the first measure taken was to place them where they could conveniently be watched.’)




  So it was to Dejima that the Japanese authorities wheeled the cage containing Ranald MacDonald. There he was released from the cage and there he remained, teaching English to a few budding

  Japanese internationalists, until a ship arrived that was willing to return him to America.




  The island was central to the concept I shall be calling the Japanese Defense. When using this term, I am referring to the pattern of Japan’s domestic, social, and economic arrangements,

  which hadn’t changed in 200 years. The power of the Tokugawa shogunate had been preserved at all costs. Since the shogun viewed any change of the status quo as a threat, change was outlawed.

  Meddling foreign missionaries and disruptive Japanese were put to death. Foreign merchants and adventurers were locked into cages or confined to Dejima. The essence of the Japanese Defense was (and

  is) maintaining the status quo.




  Probably Ranald MacDonald would have been forgotten entirely had one of his former students not been present to interpret when another American, Commodore Matthew G. Perry, came to Japan five

  years later bearing letters from President Millard Fillmore. Perry had four warships, a mission to open Japan to trade and diplomatic relations with the U.S., and an approach to his task that was

  slightly more informed than MacDonald’s. He had read Manners and Customs, and he’d spoken with knowledgeable Dutchmen. Unlike many of the Americans who arrived in his wake, Perry

  correctly diagnosed the Japanese penchant for bold and dramatic displays of authority. So before sailing into Edo, he rehearsed with his 560 crew members a tableau in which they threw themselves

  facedown on the deck in preparation for his appearance before the Japanese emperor. If his greatest fear was that the emperor would ignore him, his greatest anxiety was that word of this little

  skit would reach home and he would be ridiculed in the press.




  The first recorded Japanese–American conversation took place as Perry entered Edo Bay. Irritated Japanese darted out in tiny boats to meet the black warships and express their displeasure.

  One Japanese waved a sign that said GO AWAY! DO NOT DARE TO ANCHOR! From another came the surprising question (in Dutch): ‘Are you the Americans?’ How, Perry wondered, did

  they know? Once he’d recovered from the shock of being recognized, the commodore set about to meet the emperor. Descriptions of his efforts, were they compiled into a case study at

  Harvard Business School, might be titled ‘How to See the Chairman of the Board Without an Appointment.’




  In his book The House of Mitsui, published in 1939, Oland Russell wrote, ‘The first minor Japanese official who appeared was permitted to converse only with one of Perry’s

  low-ranking officers. Perry himself kept out of sight. The Japanese sent out an officer of higher rank. This man got only one step up with the Americans. A vice-governor rated a flag lieutenant;

  the governor rated a captain, and so on. The Japanese were agreeably surprised. The barbarian lord apparently knew how to do things. Previous visitors had been trying to send mere orderlies to see

  the emperor. . . . The plan worked to perfection. Within ten days, a prince with imperial credentials was on hand.’




  Perry brought a letter from President Fillmore requesting trade and diplomatic relations. He told the Japanese that he would be back in a few months to sort out a treaty. Then he left. Whereupon

  the Japanese began to hope they’d seen the last of the man with the big guns. They hadn’t. When Perry returned the following year, he came with not four warships but seven, as well as a

  list of demands in the form of a trade treaty. The Japanese, face to face for the first time in more than two centuries with a hostile superior military force, had no choice but to grant the

  Americans supplies for their ships, rights for their shipwrecked sailors, and two strips of land on which to build ports. The first Japanese–American treaty has to be considered, together

  with the American Occupation after World War II, as one of the two worst defeats ever inflicted upon those Japanese who feel that the precious, mysterious quality of their country is threatened by

  prolonged contact with the outside world. The foreigners had established a beachhead, and it was only a matter of time before they pushed inland.




  The Americans, for their part, felt a surging self-righteousness as they sensed the inevitable spread of the American way. ‘We are comforted,’ wrote President Fillmore in a

  puff-chested letter to the Japanese emperor, ‘by the reflection that his Japanese majesty was not offended by the manly, yet respectful, frankness of our republican chief.’ And in his

  journal, Perry wrote, ‘It seems not altogether inappropriate that the United States should be the instrument of breaking down these barriers and of opening Japan to the rest of the

  World.’




  Hear, hear.




  Ranald Rides Again




  Anyone who has seen one of the 17 (and counting) Japanese-produced Godzilla movies has also seen, in miniature, the Japanese view of the world. To a Japanese, the world is an

  accident waiting to happen – to him. It is a collection of powerful, uncontrollable forces that are forever rising out of land and sea to squash Japanese executives flat as compact discs.

  This collective mental melodrama is not without some justification. As the Japanese never tire of telling, their country has had more than its fair share of earthquakes, typhoons, tidal waves, and

  volcanos. For the last four centuries Tokyo has been leveled by quakes every 70 or so years: 1633, 1703, 1782, 1853, 1923. It seems that every day in Japan some unsuspecting Japanese drives his car

  into a volcano or is swept off a beach by a wave. THREE DROWNED BY WAVE IN PREFECTURE was one of the first Japanese headlines I ever saw. Personally, I have yet to understand why, when a Japanese

  is walking down the beach and sees a big wave coming, he doesn’t just step aside like they do on the New Jersey shore. But there you have it: a genuine cultural difference. There is a natural

  place in Japan for an insurance executive.




  Robert J. Collins spent 11 years of his life trying to sell insurance to Japanese companies. Until he quit in 1988, he managed the corporate-insurance division of one of America’s most

  successful insurers, the American International Group (AIG). For those 11 years he was one of six Westerners in a company of 2,500 Japanese. During that time he also served as president of the

  board of the Nishimachi International School, started a company to advise Japanese investors in America, founded a new private school where he served as dean of admissions, and became one of the

  few non-Japanese board members of the Tokyo Lawn Tennis Club, where he occasionally played doubles with Emperor Akihito. (‘It’s not easy,’ he has said, ‘to lob a

  god.’) With his dark suit, white shirt, and buzz-sawed hair, Collins looks deceptively like a boring, early-middle-aged American executive. Somewhere along the way, however, someone forgot to

  tell him how an insurance salesman was meant to behave. The truth is that he has a special knack for making trouble, for which I was deeply grateful. After a couple of months of library research, I

  had come to see the story of American visits to Japan as a series of tragicomic misunderstandings in the spirit of Ranald MacDonald. Collins was very much a part of this tradition – to the

  point that when I write about him I imagine him, like his predecessor, floating toward some Japanese beach on a trunk. His unusual approach to life has led him to learn firsthand the ways in which

  Japan defends itself.




  Bob Collins’s first encounter with a Japanese occurred in the early 1960s in upper Illinois. He found himself, in his English class at Rockford College, staring at the back of a lovely

  Japanese girl’s head. Being from a Japanese family of high social standing, Keiko Okamura sat primly in the front row and took good notes. Being a member of the Rockford College basketball

  team, Collins sat in the back and made farting noises with his armpits. He recalls his unlikely first encounter with Keiko: ‘I saw her reading this letter from home, and it was written in

  kanji. I’d seen kanji signs, but I’d never seen anything handwritten. I couldn’t believe people actually wrote like that. So I was looking over her shoulder, and she was pulling

  the letter away so I couldn’t see – like I could have understood what it said!’ When exam time came, Collins asked to borrow Keiko’s notes – a habit he would never

  quite break. She complied. Two years later he was on a plane to Tokyo for their wedding.




  ‘That was my first trip to Japan,’ he says. ‘I landed and got off the plane, and the first thing I notice is that there are all these construction workers all over the place.

  It was 1963, and Japan was getting ready to host the Olympics. The thing that struck me was the construction workers in their hard hats and helmets. I’d seen pictures of soldiers fighting in

  the jungle in Southeast Asia; I’d seen all the John Wayne movies with Japanese soldiers wearing the same kind of uniforms. I get off the airplane and I’m surrounded by them. So my first

  impression was that I was in an armed camp, surrounded by soldiers.’




  The newlyweds returned to New York, where by night Collins wrote soap operas for television and blurbs and prefaces to Signet Classics. If in the late 1960s you happened upon a paperback edition

  of Tristram Shandy, Treasure Island, or Anna Karenina and saw emblazoned on its cover something like ‘The tension between good and evil is the theme that occupied Tolstoy

  throughout his life,’ then you have probably read the unsigned work of Robert J. Collins.




  ‘I was what you’d call a hack,’ Collins says. ‘The tension between good and evil – that was my idea.’




  By day, however, Collins was making an assault on the top of the American insurance business. He began his career in 1962 as a salesman for Continental Casualty (later CNA Insurance) and rose

  quickly. He opened a CNA branch in Washington, D.C., in 1966, then moved to Detroit in 1969 to manage the office there. In late 1971 he was hired by American International Group, where he ran a

  sales force in New York, then regional offices in Boston and Philadelphia. In 1977 he was transferred to AIG’s Japanese subsidiary, American Insurance Underwriters (AIU), to manage a division

  in a company that was one of the few great foreign corporate success stories in Japan. Collins first drifted into the teeth of the Japanese Defense through a typically American entrepreneurial

  scheme. Like many of Collins’s seemingly endless string of bizarre experiences in Japan, his first encounter had nothing to do with insurance. It had to do with meat.




  From day one, Collins had been upset by the price of steak in Japan. The Japanese had long treated beef as a delicacy, increasing its price through a complex system of quotas and tariffs and a

  distribution system that seemed designed to maximize the number of hands through which a slab of raw meat passed before it could be barbecued. The Tokyo American Club, of which Collins was a board

  member, was paying through the nose for steak. ‘I was thinking, There’s gotta be a way to beat the system. I was thinking that maybe the thing to do was import cattle. Cattle is

  not beef, so there wouldn’t be any tariffs.’




  For an American, importing and raising cows in Japan required a certain leap of faith. Although Collins was raised outside Chicago and claims to have a sixth sense for the sort of things people

  do on farms, he had never had hands-on experience with cows. ‘Remember, I went to school at the University of Iowa,’ he says, neglecting to mention that he has lived most of his life in

  cities.
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