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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 others motives and methods. Most of
  what has been written on the subject of Japans 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 its 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.
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