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When you travel, remember that a foreign country is not
designed to make you comfortable. It is designed to make its
own people comfortable.

- Clifton Fadiman



Life on the Japanese work floor

There is an order to a factory in Japan that is quite different
than the order to a factory in the United States. This isn’t to
suggest that one factory is better or worse than the other, but
merely that things are somehow, different. As you wander
around the floor of an American factory, you have a sense of
territory. Walls go in and out as a precursor to the definition of
spaces in which to do something. In one room, there is a
process for welding. In another room, there is a process for
assembly. In another room, there is a process for test. As you
wander around the floor of a Japanese factory, you have a sense
of wide expanses. Walls are reserved for the outside of the
building and the encasements for elevator shafts. Occasionally,
you’ll have a conference room that has 4 walls and a door, but
just as often, the conference room will lack the walls, but still
have a door. Space in a Japanese factory is organized not by the
walls, but by the removable signs above that identify what the
work area under the sign is, today.

The organization system in a Japanese factory is less
geography and more process. I remember wandering through a
factory floor in Atsugi, Japan, and was amazed that down one
row of desks, there was the assembly test station for ISDN pay
telephones. Down the next row of desks was the assembly test
station for small fishing boat radar systems. Down the next row
of desks, was the wave-soldering machine for surface mount
electronics. Down the next row of desks was the catalog center
and parts ordering desk. Each of these areas had it’s own sign
indicating what was done here, at this time. My project team
occupied space between a postal envelope transport system and
a cash register checkout station. We were given extra space in
our area because, unlike our hosts, we had no ability to squat in
a crouch for hours enthralled over the intricacies of machines of
our own invention.



Entering the factory was an amazing experience. We
would take a bus up winding semi-mountainous roads barely
wide enough for two subcompacts, in the middle of a vast
sprawling city, we would top a rise on a hill, and on the left was
the factory complex, while to the right, the sprawling
construction of a new shopping mall. A few blocks beyond, in
this rural setting, you could see the signs of noodle shops,
bicycle repair shops, and the inevitable pachinko parlor where
professionals would sit for hours watching ball bearings wind
their way down courses of nail studded walls hoping to trap
them at last in the tiny tunnels that lead to riches beyond the
dreams of avarice.

Well before the pachinko parlor, we would turn left into the
security gate, where the guard would politely bow and hand us,
the known American engineering team, our badges of the day.
We would the wind our way past the main visitor center into the
back lot past the vending machines, the bicycle parking area,
and the inevitable company cafeteria where the smells of lunch
were already wafting through the air in the seaweed noodle and
pork aromas of a Japanese work morning. Finally, we’d enter
the overhead partitions of a loading dock which would enter
into the massive 4-football field sized four-story factory
building #42 where we had our 250 square foot work area
buried half way down the corridors on the main floor. If we
arrived early enough, we could watch the ritual team building
exercise program of the workers doing the morning stretch to
the sounds of an obnoxious military march and a woman
chanting endlessly in the background “ichi ni san shi” over and
over again the “one two three four” of the morning calisthenics.
If we arrived later, we would be the cause for a spontaneous
break while someone would offer us some green tea from a
massive urn or a cup of instant coffee made from a jar of the
most obnoxious nestle coffee ever conceived on this earth (a
failed product of the failed Dutch conquest of the world). This
would then be followed by the inevitable cigarette break where
everyone would troop over to the green tea urn where the 10



square foot smoking zone was maintained. Then, we could,
ritual greeting of caffeine and nicotine over, actually attempt to
begin the day, some 4 hours later than those who had greeted
us.

The workday would then commence, with plenty of time
for lunch, green tea breaks, all the rancid tobacco you could
inhale, and finally the recap at the end of the day. The famous
recap, where, if things went well, you’d suck down a Styrofoam
cup of raman noodles and put in a few extra voluntary hours
before heading home at 9 or 10 p.m. Or, if things were going
badly, our boss would pull up a few company limos and waft us
all to some fine restaurant to discuss the obvious problems that
we were having that day, or week, or lifetime. Sometimes, we
would look forward to that series of problems that would drive
everyone up the wall, for that would be the only time for sure
where we could guarantee a good meal and a bed time before
midnight. However, these fine meals would have their own
tension, for if we didn’t deliver a solution after reaching
agreement over far too many glasses of sake and the inevitable
5™ of foul Suntory whisky, we’d have to go out again and again
until we solved the problem, or our livers melted into a pool of
grayish brown sludge, or the project came to a sudden halt when
the guard at the factory gate failed to recognize us and called
the local cops rather than handing us our admission badges.

But if things went well, we could show our joy at our
success by coming in on Saturday, or perhaps even Sunday to
make sure that we had tested everything and that it really did
work. Of course, we would not be alone, for all the other
people whose projects were going well would be there to greet
us with green tea, nestle coffee and the unbelievably bad mild
seven (mildo sevenu) cigarettes reconstituted from the factory
sweepings of building #41 just down the road. Then we would
join a small party of happy victors showing off the intricacies of
our systems to our co-workers, keeping our shouting down of
course in case the poor souls with problem systems down the



aisle might be distracted by our revelry. This being a day off,
we would leave early, say 4 or 5 p.m.



Life in a Japanese meeting

To understand a meeting in Japan, you have to accept two
fundamental truths. The first is, that even after you die, you
may continue the meeting in the next life. The second is, the
nail that sticks up gets pounded down. If you accept these
truths, then you are ready to sit at a meeting table in Japan.

A good meeting is scheduled in the middle of the week in a
large conference room and has a start time of about 10 a.m.
There is never a stop time scheduled. It starts as late as 10 a.m.
because literally everyone has to attend, and some of the
attendees have to travel ungodly distances to be there. Unlike
American meetings, a Japanese meeting just sort of organizes
itself around the start time. There’s definitely an option of
beverages from tea or coffee, a variety of fruit juices, and for
the gaijin (foreigner) the selection of canned beverages from
coca cola to Suntory sweat. People start arriving as early as 30
minutes before, but everyone is there as close to the meeting
time as possible. Someone who will be more than 5 minutes
late has a cell phone and will announce their train/traffic
problem in ample time for others to settle into the comfort of
planning the lunch, or perhaps the evening meal that will spin
out of the meeting. The key thing in the meeting is that
everyone is present. | mean everyone. 1 have sat in many
meetings where the most junior technician who was most
recently qualified to tighten screws sat next to a division vice
president responsible for 2,000 employees.

In a good American meeting, the designated organizer
begins the meeting with a summary of the issues. At this time
the meeting can go one of several ways. The organizer, if it is I,
summarizes the issues, states the conclusions and adjourns the
meeting. Alternatively, a more progressive American might
make a few suggestions and then throw it open for discussion,
with a careful eye on the clock. A typical up-through-the-ranks



American who has no formal meeting discipline will throw the
meeting to the winds and permit a rambling discussion which
leads no where and may accidentally hit upon a solution by
blind luck. However the American does the meeting, the
meeting has a distinct beginning and end. The beginning is
when the meeting starts, and the end is when the meeting ends.

Welcome to Japan. Meetings here have no beginning or
end. The true Zen of a Japanese meeting is that they happen in
waves. When the meeting is at the crest, the meeting
participants are in the same room. When the meeting is at the
trough, they are separated but on the phone. Between times, the
meeting is either headed towards a crest or a trough. Being in
the same room may simply be nothing more than the time where
the meeting participants share ritual rice and feed the meeting
body.

Many an American has been shocked to discover that at the
end of a meeting (the time when everyone left the room), the
conclusions the American had thought had been reached were
still under discussion. What that American failed to realize
were the two points that we started with. The first is, that even
after you die, you may continue the meeting in the next life.
The second is, the nail that sticks up gets pounded down. Let’s
discuss what these two ideas mean.

What American would assume that in the next life he may
continue to participate in a meeting on, say, soybean production
in Nebraska? From a Japanese viewpoint, to assume you won’t
participate is merely a sign of being short sighted and reeks of
unprofessionalism. Remember, Sony has a 200-year corporate
plan. If you don’t think you’re going to be involved in a
problem, forever, then you simply don’t belong. Dying and
going to heaven is not a Japanese culture idea. Dying and then
coming back and doing it over and over and over again until the
stock holders scream with joy, is a more Japanese way of
thinking.



The second idea, the nail that sticks up, is actually a
children’s proverb in Japan. This is a way of saying two things.
The first is that if you’re stubborn, you’ll get smashed flat. The
second is if someone is stubborn, you have to stop what you’re
doing until the stubborn one is smashed flat. This is the true
meaning of consensus in Japan. If there is a disagreement about
anything, then everything comes to a screeching halt until there
is no more disagreement. This is one reason that meetings go
on for years.

The American who expects a meeting to actually come to
an end with a conclusion is simply, wrong. The purpose of a
meeting in Japan is not to come to a conclusion. The purpose of
a meeting in Japan is to develop consensus about the current
status and direction. It takes an act of God to come to a
conclusion in a Japanese meeting, and even then, God may find
himself pounded flat if he can’t agree with the group.

The confusion most Americans have with a Japanese
meeting is that towards the end of the day, everyone leaves the
meeting room to go to a restaurant or bar. In the American
context, that means the meeting is over and now it’s time to
unwind. In the Japanese context, it merely means that the
company’s food service is closed and we’re all getting hungry.
The good part about such things is that the food in Japan is
excellent, so as the meeting continues in a smoke filled room
with dish after dish of unidentified edibles mixed with alcohol
slowly digesting in your stomach, there is a mellow time where
you may be tempted, if you’re the nail that sticks up, to go flat.
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The meaning of corporate alcoholism

Negotiation in Japan is in many ways very similar to
having a team of army ants remove your skin one bite at a time
in a hot blazing sun in the middle of the desert. It’s not that
anyone is out to get you, or torture you, it’s more like, there’s
always another angle on a problem that hasn’t been explored,
yet. Always. The unwary American who thinks they’ve finally
reached an agreement is merely preparing him or herself for a
never ending series of what I call “oh by the ways.” This is
when someone looks up at you with big round eyes (difficult if
they’re Japanese, but possible) and says, “Oh by the way, what
do you think about....” Eventually, though, the “oh by the
ways” come to an end and you have an agreement, perhaps even
a signed contract. The stupid American thinks the deal is
closed. Nothing could be further from the truth.

In the Japanese context, you must understand the character
of the person you have just married via contract. There’s
always room for divorce, but if you stay in the marriage, you
darn well better understand the limits of how far you can push
the relationship, just in case you have to push, which you will.
A contract, as we all know, is just a piece of paper. Without the
people behind the signature, the contract creates nothing. Thus,
the Japanese are quite right in wanting to know more about the
people behind the signature.  And they have ways of
understanding completely whom they are dealing with.

The favorite character evaluation methodology is the bar.
In the United States, a bar is one of these places where chairs
line a counter and small booths may surround the bar as a sign
that food may be served in addition to alcohol. There is usually
some kind of music or television background turned up load so
that after a while, no matter how hard you try, you invariably
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grow deaf and lose track completely of whatever is happening
in the conversation. In Japan, there are bars like that to cater to
the western minded. That however, is not the kind of bar where
business is consummated. The bar I’'m thinking about is a
special place. It’s right off a main business district that runs 24
hours/day. It’s brightly lit on the street day or night. You can
see traffic jammed for miles around. As you walk you are
bouncing off pedestrians and little blue mopeds with massive
package hooks carrying home delivery sushi and sweet potatoes
and pizza. You jostle under these crazily lit street signs that are
a hodgepodge of English, and katakana and hiragana and kanji,
which most Americans dismiss as “oriental”. Walls that have
no windows are lined with these little post-it backed postcards
of nude women with phone numbers and enticing statements
that you wish you could read. Suddenly, your host of the
evening smiles and says, “This is it.” You turn left into an alley
that has plastic garbage cans on one side and a small 3-person
elevator stuck into the brick wall on the other. A half dozen
people crowd into the elevator with you, and you try to read the
sign to see how many people can ride in the elevator. Instead of
the traditional OTIS you see MITSUBISHI and a sign that looks
like “6 A” which translates to 6 persons. Since the elevator
only holds 4, and there are 8 crammed in, you don’t know what
to do other than inhale and try not to become intimate with the
executive on your hip or the 16-year-old schoolgirl on your
buttock. Five floors up, your host says ‘“simasen...” and
forcibly evicts you out of the elevator like a chicken bone
popped by a Heimlich maneuver.

In the hallway, there are three doors, the one to the left, the
one to the right, and the one you just came through. The right
hand door is the fire escape, so you turn left under a 3-banner
cloth and open the door on the left. Inside it’s like the den of a
luxury house. There are two soft sofas in a step down
configuration, a small wet bar to the left, curtains obscuring
windows that were boarded up decades ago, and a unisex
bathroom with directions printed in both English and Japanese.
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You don’t know it yet, but the toilet is not western style, which
means that the seat is non-existent. There just a round porcelain
aiming point about 1 inch off the beautiful tile inlaid floor. By
the time you need to know this though, you really won’t care
anymore.

The hostess runs from behind the bar as you enter shouting
“simasen simasen” until she realizes that you’re an American,
then she says, “welcome thank you,” and leads you to one of the
sofas across from your host. As you settle into the plush soft
sofa, out of nowhere, a remarkably beautiful young lady plants
herself at your side, puts a bowl of peanuts in front of you, puts
her arm around you, puts her beautiful face about 4 inches from
yours and asks “what you like to drink?” If you’re happily
married, at that point, you turn beet red out of embarrassment of
all the thoughts that can go through your mind in less than 1
second. If you’re not happily married, at that point, you turn
beet red out of embarrassment of all the thoughts than can go
through your mind in less than 1 second. Since you take too
long to answer, the girl says, “is whiskey ok?” and you nod
hoping that you don’t have any embarrassing growths showing.
She returns in a few seconds with a 12-ounce tumbler full of
something, whiskey probably, and sits close snuggling. You
suddenly remember that you’re with your host and look over to
where he’s sitting with his girl smiling at you and he asks, “do
you like?” This is the beginning of the character evaluation.
Anyone who is not a Mormon or in a substance abuse program
will promptly drain that tumbler.

The evening is about 5 minutes old when you realize
you’ve had too much to drink. What you don’t realize is that
every time you take a polite sip from the glass, the glass
magically refills itself, thanks to the girl who’s worked her way
into your lap at this point. After an hour or so, your host,
reminds you that you haven’t been to the bathroom in a while,
and everyone scrambles out of your path as you zigzag the 15
feet or so from the sofa to the bathroom door. Once inside the
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bathroom, you have a chance to review what has just happened.
Aside from the fact that you can’t remember how to get your
zipper down, you realize that even in your wildest dorm days,
you never had that much to drink in one hour, and you feel
happy that when you finally de get that zipper open, you can see
only one urinary organ instead of three. Your life is now
operating at the lowest level of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.

Back on the sofa, your host who has matched you sip for
sip has the advantage since he comes here at least twice each
month for the last 15 years. His liver is three times the size of
yours, and he can live on 4 hours of sleep each night where you
need 8, or 18 on this night. He’s asking the girls what they
think of you. He has a mental check list of basic character
points, such as whether or not you can keep a tune, did you
confess to any personal indiscretions in your youth, did you
snuggle too closely with your date-by-the-minute, and how
dramatically does your personality change when you’re under
the stress of having every neural pathway discharge at once?
He then has the hostess call for a cab, knowing that when you
slide out of the bathroom, the only fantasy you’ll have is that of
either going into a sound sleep or vomiting non-stop for 15
minutes. The bar is not designed to handle either fantasy.

Meanwhile, back in the bathroom, you’ve only injured
yourself slightly when you tried to zipper your pants without
removing yourself from the pathway. The bleeding has
stopped, and you feel ready to face your host. Opening the
door, you breath a sigh of relief as they herd you back into the
elevator, down onto the street, and into a waiting cab without
even asking you to pick up the tab. Whether or not you throw
up in the cab on the way to the hotel is left to your imagination.
Only one part of the character evaluation remains to be
discovered. Will you remember to be at the conference room
promptly at 8 a.m. for a contract review, or will you oversleep?
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Fresh shrimp

Product discrimination is a very fine art. When two
companies package sheets of soft folding tissues, perfect for
blowing one’s nose when attacked by some retrovirus, it is hard
with a fever of 103 to tell which package should be purchased.
In fact, there may be no difference between the two packages.
Sometimes, the difference between two products is a word that
has a confusing meaning.

It was a dark and stormy night in the semi-tropical city of
Tokyo. 1 was stuck there for several weeks with two of my
engineers engaged in one of the many “oh by the way” projects
that we had been summoned to perform. This evening was a
Saturday evening, and our erstwhile bosses were out visiting
their families for that four-hour Saturday evening period of the
week where the wife reminds the husband how many children
they have and what their names are and how to tell each from
the other. We, on the other hand, were on our own, in search of
a dinner that wouldn’t hold too many surprises for us.

To be an English speaking person in Tokyo is not all bad.
To graduate from high school, the average Japanese has to study
a 2,000 word English vocabulary. While few will claim to
speak English, most will understand some English. Having
been raised in the United States, most of us never had the
exercise of learning a new kanji character each day since the
first grade. Thus the street signs of Japan have this distinctly
foreign and unintelligible look to them. However, if you start
studying Japanese, you soon discover that the signs are really
not so hard to figure out, especially the ones that advertise
restaurants. Now [’m not suggesting that your average business
traveler could swiftly tell the difference between an insurance
office and a brothel, but I do contend that you could, within
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minutes, know the difference between a sushi restaurant and a
Chinese restaurant. Every good Japanese restaurant has a
display window in the front of the establishment that has a
picture of the foods that are served inside. Only the blind would
have difficulty finding food in Japan.

On this particular night, we were depending upon my weak
knowledge of Japanese and the handy Japanese-English pocket
guide that followed me everywhere. We had left the grounds of
the New Otani hotel near the imperial gardens and had headed
towards the nearest collection of buildings in search of.... Food.

If you are the boss in overseas travel, your employees tend
to expect you to know what you’re doing. If you’re a Japanese
boss, you are given a stern lecture by management, before you
leave, that if one of your underlings comes to harm while on a
foreign trip, you are responsible for their life, their family, their
debts, and if need be, their burial. In the U.S. the boss is
responsible for getting the tickets and making sure that
everyone has a current passport. I was a somewhat better boss
than most. I would actually try to make sure that my people had
a good time on these trips. After all, spending 25 hours in
transit followed by 18-hour workdays for two weeks is quite a
shock to most people. It doesn’t cost much to be kind
occasionally. So tonight, they asked me to find something
different.

After wandering the streets for about an hour, with stops
every few minutes while I referred to the Kanji guide, we
settled on this nice little ground level restaurant that seemed to
specialize in cooking at the table with these massive built in
grills. Tonight, we would have something cooked. My fellow
travelers, Tom and Dan settled across the table from me while I
tried to figure out the menu we’d been handed. After a few
moments, the waitress returned with an abbreviated short menu
printed in English. Finding that only somewhat less difficult to
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understand than the Japanese language menu, we felt we had
enough confidence to place our orders.

There was, however, one item, which is worthy of this
whole discussion. Listed on the menu, was a list that looked
like this:

Scallop ¥600
Oyster ¥800
Shrimp ¥700
Fresh shrimp ¥800
Crab ¥900

When it comes to product discrimination, one could ask,
what is the difference between shrimp and fresh shrimp.
Remember, you are in Japan at this point where a hunk of
seafood that is more than 24 hours old is considered stale and
inedible. Being the enterprising souls that we felt we were, we
ordered one shrimp, and one fresh shrimp.

This style of restaurant is one of my favorite styles. The
food comes to you on these little tiny dishes with bowls of
flavoring sauces, and you with whatever finesse you can muster,
cook whatever you like, however you like it done. Our waitress
brought us our order, four pieces each on the plate of the best
scallops I’ve ever had, some so-so oysters, little tiny tuna
nuggets, and a dish each of shrimp, and fresh shrimp. She was
careful to point out that the blue fringed dish was the shrimp,
and the green-fringed dish was the fresh shrimp. Other than
that, they looked the same. Each of us took a shrimp in our
chopstick, dipped it into a barbeque sauce, and broiled it on the
grill. They were delicious. Then, each of us took a fresh
shrimp in our chopstick, dipped it into a barbeque sauce, and
broiled it on the grill. The difference between the shrimp and
the fresh shrimp was immediately obvious. The fresh shrimp
was still alive and tried to escape from the grill. What an
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amazing difference
discrimination.
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Fresh Fish

A captive customer is a wonderful thing to have. It’s
actually better than having a rich uncle who never forgets your
birthday or Christmas. A captive customer is better because
every time your captive customer has a headache, he comes to
you for advice and aspirin. After you give him advice and
aspirin, your captive customer goes away happy and never
forgets to pay the bill that you send for the aspirin, the advice,
and the surcharge fee for interruption of normal business
services. I always thought a captive customer was a myth
promoted by people who didn’t have to work for a living.
However, there was this time, when I found out what a captive
customer is, and how annoying a captive customer can be.

To set the stage, you have to imagine that you’ve been up
‘till 1 a.m. the night before in a Japanese bar acquiring the most
incredibly bad hangover ever to grace the planet. Put in
personal terms, I had arrived at the hotel barely in a condition to
find the bed over the floor. Then, before I could properly settle
into a good REM sleep, the stinking alarm went off at 6 am. I
got up just about the time the wall stopped spinning, with about
45 minutes to shower, shave, put on my one and only wool
three piece suit, and somehow, arrived at the train station at
6:45 a.m. so that I could be escorted to the airport for a flight to
the Japanese city of Fukuoka. By some amazing state of grace,
which today I claim is the raw strength of youth, I managed to
show up at the appointed train station at the appointed time
while several different Excedrin headaches contested for control
over the inside of my skull. My keeper at that time was an
engineer named lijima, who’s English surpassed my Japanese
by several thousand words. The only problem I had in
understanding him came from a previous unfortunate exchange
where we’d been discussing a particular kind of flower. In fact,
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it was a lily. At least, in English it was a lily. I’ve long since
forgotten the Japanese word for lily. There is one problem with
a lily to a native Japanese speaker. The Japanese language has
no sound for the letter “L”. So, a native Japanese speaker will
pronounce an “L” like an “R.” Mr. lijima and I had spent a
rather hectic time in a garden, each with our language
dictionaries trying to understand what the other called this
flower. Finally, as we reached some consensus on the flower, I
looked up the word I’d been offered and said with surprise, “oh!
It’s a lily!!” Iijima looked at me with surprise and said,
“reary?” And I said, “Yes it’s really a lily!!” He looked
puzzled and said, “it’s reary a riry?” I looked confused and
lapsing in a moment of total non-conformity said, “yes it’s
really a riry.” I don’t think either of us knew exactly what was
being said at that point, but we figured out that we were stuck
on some kind of “L” problem and burst out laughing.

It was this same Mr. lijima who met me at the train station
and escorted me onto a 747 for the trip to the southernmost
island of Japan, to the city of Fukuoka. Now Mr. Iijima had
been with us at the bar the night before, and rather than take a
15 minute cab ride home the night before, and a 20 minute
subway ride to the station in the morning, he had a full 90
minute train ride each direction, God willing that a train
bothered to go to his home city at 1:30 a.m. I figure he thrived
on the 2 or 3 hours of sleep he’d had the night before, whereas I
was almost to the point where if my head split open spilling the
dissolved remnants of my brain on the station catwalks, it
would be a complete and total joyous relief. We sat on the
plane, watching the nose camera giving pictures of the runway,
and patiently waited for the stewardess to bring me some kind
of green tea, which I thankfully used to inhale a half dozen
ineffectual aspirin. Iijima watched me in silence for a while,
and then asked, “How are you this morning Grenn-san.” My
face split an attempt at a smile, which probably looked like I
was about to bite him, and I think I grunted out a paragraph or
two that sounded a lot like the word, “fine.” After about half an
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hour of flight, I turned to lijima who was studying some notes
for the upcoming meeting and asked, “Do Japanese have a sense
of humor?” He thought about it for a long time and finally
answered, “no, we are serious all the time.” I knew at that point
what it meant to die and go to hell.

By the time the plane landed, I felt like there was a
reasonable chance that I’d live through the day, until that is, I
stepped outside of the plane. Fukuoka is a nice city of about 1.2
million souls nestled in a bay on the southern island of Kyushu.
This is a semi-tropical city. At the time I arrived, it was
probably 80 degrees outside with relative humidity in the 90
percentile. I may have mentioned that I'm from Minnesota,
where at the same time of year, February, the temperature is
known to not reach up to zero degrees for weeks on end. In
Minnesota, it is the height of prudence to wear a wool three
piece suit when venturing out doors, along with major amounts
of goose down stuffed in nylon wrapped around for good
measure. Stupid me. I hadn’t purchased a nice lightweight silk
suit for the trip. The heat hit like the backside of a broom and
almost knocked me back into the 747 where the temperature
was a more suitable 55 degrees. Being good hosts, lijima and
the rest of our team guided me to a company limousine where
the air-conditioning was turned to high for my comfort. As we
drove away from the airport to our destination, Iijima looked at
me and asked, “You know Grenn-san that Fukuoka is very
famous for sea foods. What would you like for dinner tonight?”
I answered as only I could at a time like that, “Surprise me.”
[ijima smiled.

Our first stop was a restaurant for lunch. It is important to
understand that many Japanese believe that a good sweat is
much healthier than air-conditioning, so it is relatively rare to
find air-conditioning even though it’s readily available. To
support the idea of cooling, many Japanese will drink a hot
beverage, usually a green tea, and then wave a fan in the more
natural form of evaporative cooling used by land animals since
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they crawled out of the mud some 300 million years ago. I
however, am a more highly evolved creature. 1 don’t sweat
enough to cool a sock for a ken-doll. I found myself in a
crowded restaurant, with an ambient temperature of about 85
degrees, no ventilation, drinking hot tea, wearing a three-piece
suit, hung over, and can you wonder that I didn’t feel too good?
In fact, things that had recently seemed clear to me, like
windows and doorframes, started getting fuzzy. 1 spent some
time with my English-Japanese dictionary and managed to
convey that my vision was getting blurry and that this was not a
good sign of prime health. Iijima responded by handing me a
mint and suggesting | take a walk. I took a mint and took a
walk. The walk, it turned out, was an excellent idea, for only a
few yards from the restaurant was a hardware store with an
active display of various air-conditioners that the less traditional
Japanese could put in their homes. I found one that removed
the most BTU and simply stood in front of it dropping therms as
fast as the Freon cooled airflow could remove them. Too soon,
it was time to go, and we piled back into the company
limousine for our visit to the captive customer, the Fukuoka
police department as it turned out. I looked back longingly at
the hardware store display and promised myself, if I ever had a
chance, I’d come back and buy that floor model for my very
own.

This captive customer, the prefecture police department of
Fukuoka had purchased almost everything in the world from my
host, which was the NEC Corporation, known at this time as
Nihon Denki (which meant Japan Electric). If there was an
electron to be moved, it was housed in a box with an NEC label
on it, and then handed to the customer in Fukuoka for payment.
One of the most wonderful things NEC had sold to this captive
customer was a large mainframe computer called an ACOS. In
this day, a mainframe computer was the height of sophistication
and engineering, and to pamper these multi-million dollar toys,
massive amounts of air-conditioning were required to keep
them from prematurely failing in the midst of their daily chores.
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In fact, as far as I can tell, the only room in the entire city of
Fukuoka that had air-conditioning was the computer center
where the ACOS was housed. Had I previously mentioned in
this narrative that I was hung over, and over dressed and
exceedingly hot? I spent an hour in that room asking every
conceivable question about the computer, its use, how it
worked, why the colors on the console were green, what that
button did, how many pounds it weighed, you get the picture?
They literally had to push me out of the room to get on to the
meeting.

Ahh, the meeting. This was my whole purpose in making
this trip. For reasons that I’ll never understand, I was the guest
of honor, the American who had made the trip from Minnesota
who was going to do some kind of software magic that would
rid this fair city of crime and make it a safer place for
humankind. 1 was introduced to my interpreter at the door, a
gentleman who had been imprisoned by the British during the
second world war, who had such a thick cockney accent that I
didn’t understand a word of English that he spoke. Sadly, he
didn’t understand a word of my English either with my
southwest U.S. dialect. To this day, I believe the meeting
would have gone far better if I hadn’t had this particular
translator, but it was an honor to have one, even though neither
of us had a clue what the other was saying. He escorted me into
a large meeting room where about 30 people were arranged in a
circle. Since everyone smoked, some smoking two or three
cigarettes at a time, the room was stuffy, and hot, and way over
in the corner opposite me, perhaps 50 feet away, someone had
cracked a window and put in a small 5 inch desk fan to
encourage air circulation in the room. I sat in my chair next to
my interpreter and started wondering if removing my clothes
would be considered a normal behavior for a guest from
Minnesota.

The meeting droned on and on and on, as all meetings of 10
or more people do. It was followed by presentation after

23



presentation with my interpreter occasionally mumbling things
like “jolly well put” and “good show” amidst a mumble of other
words that I couldn’t quite place. It was somewhat refreshing to
sit there in that big plush leather chair, watching that fan turn
way far away in that corner, until I noticed that I was still hot
and had suddenly ceased sweating completely. Somewhere in
the back of my mind I remembered the symptoms of classic
heat stroke. This, I began to think to myself, is the end. 1 will
simply fold into this chair, and no one will notice, and when
they leave, I will slowly desiccate into a brown leathery form
that will be indistinguishable from the leather of the chair. I
will never be seen or heard from again and will spend the rest of
my physical days on this earth supporting the overheated
buttocks of strangers who’ve never been in an air-conditioned
room. On the verge of becoming one with the chair, a
semblance of sanity hit me. I leaned over to my translator and
whispered. “I need water. I need salt. Now.” Amazingly, he
looked surprised like he understood. He signaled one of the
girls who always stand around meetings like this, who rushed
over and took my order for water and salt. A few minutes later
she returned with a small 6-ounce glass of water, and a small
silver tray with a neat pile of salt in the center and a small spoon
to the side. I spooned the salt into my mouth and drained the
water and waited to see if | was going to lose consciousness or
not. The answer, was... not. As I waited for the outcome, my
interpreter leaned over to me and said, “You speak now.” I
stood up, and with the certainty that no one in the room would
understand a word 1 said, and the greater certainty that my
interpreter would say what I should have said, I entered into a
speech that probably resembled the jabberwocky in complete
logical consistency and flow. I think I was there to discuss how
a certain kind of statistical analysis would help implement
preventative crime intervention programs, but as best I can tell,
I rambled about the weather in Minnesota, the high price of
Freon in Japan, and the wonderful climate that had been shown
to me in the computer room a short time ago. I then said
something like “thank you” and the room burst into applause.
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They had never seen a Minnesotan in a three-piece suit survive
such a meeting before and my guess is the applause was a
tribute to my survival to that point. I looked at my interpreter
and asked in all seriousness, “what did I say?” To which he
replied in all seriousness, “I have no idea.” At that point, I
decided I love a captive customer.

It was now time for dinner. I was sweating again, and there
was a breeze, and the temperature was now in the high 70s, and
I could loosen my tie, and I actually thought I’d live through the
day. What I hadn’t remembered was what I had said in the car
when lijima had asked, “what would you like for dinner?” Do
you remember what I had said? I had said, “Surprise me.”

So off we went in search of dinner. In Japan, a restaurant is
rarely in a building by itself. A restaurant is often found above
or below something in a large building or building complex.
We entered what in the U.S. would have resembled a large bank
building and then walked down three flights of stairs into a cool
basement restaurant where we sat on traditionally tatami mats
and prepared for a relaxing celebratory dinner. As I sat, the
waitress brought me a glass of water, and then two more as |
seemed to absorb each one within seconds. lijima smiled at me
with that typical Japanese smile that is lacking major dental care
and said, “This is special restaurant.” I didn’t care, | had water,
I was alive, and my tie was on the ground next to me. I
managed a weak smile back and asked, “So what’s for dinner?”
[ijima smiled at me and said, “fish.”

Eating in Japan is often done without a chair. A small
cushion is often used and you sit on the floor next to a table that
is about 18 inches off the ground. It’s really easy to get used to
that kind of eating style, and it’s hard to break the habit when
you return to more western countries. However, sitting on the
floor at a McDonalds to eat a big Mac and fries would probably
get you arrested rather than respected for your internationalism.
It makes you chummier to eat this way, and, it makes you closer
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in some sense to your food. Another thing about Japanese
dining is that it tends to be lots of small dishes served in a series
to give a sense of a banquet than can last literally for hours.
Our first dish was a small porcelain cup filled with the standard
Japanese seaweed in vinegar. Most Americans would think of it
as soaked green thread. It’s quite good actually, provided you
don’t chew. This preceded the main course.

The main course was brought in with great fan fair. You
must picture this scene, a table with 6 adult males, one of them
a foreigner, me, seated around a rectangular table on the floor of
a small semi closed room in the basement of a bank building in
a city of 1.2 million people living by the sea. Into this room,
walks the waiter, carrying an extremely ornate wooden bowl
perhaps three feet long by 2 feet wide. The bowl is carved
monkey pod, and is carved in the shape of a fish, with each of
the intricate details of the scale and fins clearly chiseled with
great care. In the center of the bowl was a massive pile of
crushed ice on to which had been piled the bodies of fish, on top
of which were the thin slices of the fish, the sashimi, which
were our meal. In Japan, eating raw foods, even fish, is a
normal and actually quite appetizing thing. As the bowl was
placed in the table, even I, the boy from Minnesota, was getting
hungry and this looked pretty good. I reached for a piece of
sashimi with my chopstick, and then noticed something, the fish
underneath was looking back, and its mouth was opening and
closing. Iijima looked at me and said, “This is very frresh fish.”

The thoughts that pass through your mind at a time like
that, especially given the events of the last 24 hours are really
very few. There’s nothing left to protest with. Nothing. I was
totally drained. 1 ate some very firesh fish. After a while, the
fish on the ice stopped moving, and I could start thinking that
they weren’t so fresh anymore. The waiter returned after a few
minutes and took the monkey pod bowl away and passed out
small bowls of little round things. I asked the only question you
should never ask when dining in Japan. I asked, “What is it?”
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Iijima looked at me in his fatherly broken toothed way and said,
“Remember fish that was just here?” I nodded. He said, “This
is son of fish.” Son of fish wasn’t too bad, as long as you don’t
think about that little squirt that jets out of the eggs when you
bite down.

I felt sure I could live through any meal at this point when
the waiter brought in what distinctly looked like the heads of the
fish. I didn’t bother to ask this time, it was the heads of the fish,
only cooked this time. We dined on the cheeks which it turns
out were quite good. Then the next course found its way to us.
Somehow, they had extracted the complete skeleton of the fish,
and deep-fried it into a delicious crunchy delicacy. Each of us
got our own skeleton to dine on. And last but not least was the
final course, which was a big bowl of soup for each of us,
containing of course, whatever part of the fish we hadn’t
previously eaten. In one sense, it was probably the most
ecological meal I’ve ever eaten.

Of one thing I am certain. The captive customer paid for
that meal.
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