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5. IN PURSUIT OF excellence

PART2: TONORTHAMERICA,AFTER 1972
SEGMENT 2 & SEGMENT 3

'8 M R

SEGMENT 2 :
I left Haneda airport alone for
Vancouver

On April 15, 1972, I was standing
alone, with my favourite medium-sized,
red-and-black-checkered, canvas suitcase
by my side, at the arrival lobby at
Vancouver Airport. This was about four
and a half months after those serious
conversations with Fumiko’s biological
father in our small living room in
mountainous Ogura-village, Nara-pref., in
central Japan.

By that time, I had been to
Formosa once, with five live mink. This
was as a member of a small, friendly trade
mission: a group of importers and
exporters, some fresh-fish wholesalers
from Osaka and Ise City, a group of cold
storage people from the Kansai area, and a
Taiwanese interpreter-guide. In general,
people in Formosa were all oriental like
me, and some even understood Japanese
very well.

I had known there would be a lot of
white and black people in North America
and they would look completely different
from me. But here I was alone in
Vancouver with all these people around
me and no Japanese friend or
interpreter-guide. It was a shocking
experience, once-in-a-lifetime bravery for

me!

I was wearing a dark blue suit with
a dark reddish tie. Calmly, I faced ahead,
toward a completely unknown world,
stretching my spine and relaxing my chest
and shoulders. I took a couple of slow,
deep breaths to control my heartbeat, just
as if I were about to open the door of a
customer’s office to sell my cyclopedia. At
the same time, I prepared my mind as
positively as I could, again as if T had
already convinced myself that I had sold a
set before even seeing my customer.

It had cost about 320,000 yen
(about $900 now) to fly from Japan to the
east coast of North America return.
Because I had paid full fare, I could stop
over in Vancouver, or anywhere in North
America, within a year. The Japanese
government at the time allowed us to take
only $1,800 or $2,000 to go abroad from
Japan. This was at a time when one could
not easily find a guidebook for travelling
abroad at any bookstore. All my
knowledge about travelling abroad had
come from Mr. and Mrs. Suzuki and Mr.
and Mrs. Hayashi, who  were
co-presidents of Japan New World Inc.
and had been on a trip around the world
together three or four years before.

It was noon, but I felt an urgency to
find a hotel for the night. There was no
convenient hotel information at the airport,
as there would be nowadays. All I could
find was a row of public telephones on the
wall with untidy telephone books hanging
from chains beside them.
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SEGMENT 3:
Looking for a hotel at Vancouver
airport

While I was calmly looking around
the arrival lobby, I noticed a young, white
businessman, a little younger than me,
tidy and sincere, who had also just come
off a plane. I told him I was looking for a
hotel for the night. I kept looking at his
eyes, begging for his help with my mind.
Luckily, he understood me quickly, smiled
softly and said kindly, “I’'m going to the
Hotel Vancouver tonight. If you are okay
there, let’s go together!”

I didn’t know even the name of the
Hotel Vancouver at that time. We took a
shuttle bus. I noticed most of the guests
taking out a few coins or a dollar for the
driver when they picked up their luggage,
so I took out an American dollar. My
companion said to me, “‘You can exchange
your money at the bank in the hotel lobby.”
Strange as it may seem, that was my first
experience ever tipping someone in my
life. Japanese did not generally tip like
Canadians, not even a cab driver.

The atmosphere in the hotel
corridor and my room was similar to
Hokkai Hotel in Otaru City, Hokkaido
Island, where Fumiko and I had stayed
several times during our sales trips. It was
classic, dignified, and moderately aged.
The embossed, clean grain of the
worn-out wooden floors, and the simple,
sober brass faucets in my room, reminded
me of Hokkai Hotel.

I asked the young white man who
showed me to my room where he had
come from, because he was short. He told

me lightly that he came from Greece. I
said to him carefully, “We never give tips
in hotels in Japan, so I'm not used to
paying a tip. How much would be a
proper tip for you?” He said quickly,
“That’s up to you, sir.” Again, I said, “But
I'have no idea at all.”

Still, he kept repeating modestly,
“It’s just up to you, sir.” I don’t remember
how much I paid him, but I had the feeling
I had paid him a lot. He was modest,
polite, and patient with me, and that
pleased me very much.

After the young man left my room,
I took a moment to evaluate myself in this
strange, completely foreign environment. I
was relieved to know that I could
communicate with the people around me
in my English.

Then I felt a sudden rush of hunger,
but I could not think of the names of any
dishes or even snacks that people usually
ate here. There was no source of
information like the internet, in Japan at
the time, there were no Western fast-food
restaurants. When I was out and about in
Japan, 1 usually ate nisinn-soba,
nabeyaki-noodle, or rah-menn (all are hot
noodle dishes). Also, I hadn’t had many
opportunities to go to a proper Western
restaurant, with Western dishes and knives
and forks.

Watching the street below my
half-opened window, I felt insecure and
uneasy, even though I had learned
something about Western table manners
and social dances at the National Defence
Academy. [ realized that some
unimaginable ordeals, things I had never

-10-
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thought of, were about to happen. I
couldn’t see any Asian tourists on the
street or by the hotel. What on earth did
Canadians eat for supper or even for
snacks?

I started searching for a packet of
chicken rahmen (an instant noodle) that I
remembered Fumiko slipping into the
corner of my suitcase. I waited patiently
for water from the faucet to become hot
enough to hydrate my instant noodles.
Then I ate the stiff, half-cooked noodles. I
learned that the water from the faucet was
not hot enough to cook a packet of
noodles properly. Within minutes, I fell
asleep on the bed without even taking off
my suit.

('To be continued )
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