
For Walter Mond e, it has of fruitfUl, stressful and some-
times frustrating ~ork as ambas~ador Japan. Now some of his friends 

expect him to diplomatically call it a day after the '961 presidential election. 
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Sundown for Mondale in' ~apan?' 
Despite progress on 
trade, frustrations 
have taken a toll 
By Mike Meyers 
Star Tribune Economics Correspondent 

TOKYO - Walter Mondale is not a smoker. 
But aides know when the U.S. ambassador to 
Japan is feeling tense, ) 

Mondale trudges purposefully across the 
street from the U.S. Embassy to the Okura Hotel 
to buy a long, thick, expensive cigar imported 
from the Canary Islands. Not Cuba, alas. That 
would be undiplomatic. 

Without lingering, Mondale returns to his 
office on a hill overlooking Tokyo's financial 
district and chews on his executive pacifier 
while he works the rest of the day. 

Three years into the job, the ambassador has 
learned to cope with stress in a place where 
agreements are slow in coming and often hard 
to enforce. 

"We've had some that have really been 
bummers," Mondale said. 

Yet the victories have outnumbered the 
losses and draws. Judging from his record, he 
could sit back and relax. But Mondale doesn't 
coast, and speculation persists that he will 
close the Tokyo chapter of his life after the 
presidential election. Stay or go - and he's 
not saying which it will be - he can point to 
progress on his watch. 

During his tenure, the United States and 
Japan have reached more than 20 trade 
accords, in areas ranging from apples and autos 
to cellular phones ~nd copper. That's more 
than in any comparable span of time since 
Japan became a world industrial power. 

Tum to MONDALE on A12for: 
- There have been blessings and disappoint­

ments for Minnesota firms in Japan during 
the Mondale years. 

Associated Press 
Walter Mondale relaxes in the living room of the ambassadorrs residence in Tokyo. 

Diplomacy's less-rewarding moments 
By Mike Meyers 
Star Tribune Economics Correspondent 

TOKYO - In Asia's richest and most 
influential nation, humility remains a virtue. 
Walter Mondale, from time to time, has had 
humility thrust upon him. 

Take the evening the U.S. ambassador to 
Japan attended a black-tie award ceremony 
in a Tokyo assembly hall that has seen a lot of 
history. Mondale was seated next to a Japan­
ese woman he'd never met but who spoke 
English and seemed interested in having a 
conversation. 

Seizing the moment, Mandale saw his 

chance to enlighten the woman on some of 
the important moments the building had wit­
nessed - the opening of Japan to the West, 
the creation of the nation's constitution and 
other drfunatic events over the last centUly .. 

The woman smiled, nodded and listened 
attentively. At the end of the evening, Mon­
dale felt proud of himself, having disgorged 
mountains of details from the scores of books 
he'd read about Japanese politics, customs 
and social history. 

Mondale's ego boost didn 't last long, how-
ever. ' > 
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ondale has a jew humbling 
okyo moments to remember 
Joan Mondate. who had been 

eatcd ou t of earshot. came over 
and sa id. "Do you know who that 
\"()manis?" 

"No," Mondale admiucd. 
"She's the sister of the em-

Tess," said Joan Mondale-. 
Recalli ng that moment. Mon­

ale's face reddened. and he 
urs t into laughter at the thought 
f leclUring on Japan 10 a mem ­
cr of the imperial family. "She 

~f:~~h~O~~~babi~g~OeS:~:'~lO~~ 
unk that she could have cor­
cclcd," 

\Vaiter and Joan each have 
made thei r marks on life at the 

mbassy. 

asual Fridays 
The ambassador inlroduccd 

casual Fridays: allowing diplo-

\'~~ j~'~~S o~~~r s~:~I~h~~~ ~~ 
\'ork one day a week. Japanese 
mployecs didn't know what 10 
nkc of the idea. At firs t. the)' 

ontinucd to wcar formal clolh· 
ng. Gradually. Ihey began 10 

~Jress down with Ihe rcsi. 
''I'm nOI sure the)' were com· 

Cortable being comfort able." 
'Iondale said. 

Joan Mondale has played her 3n. by making the diplomats feel 
nore a t case than have the wives 

Ome other ambassadors. She 
"vltes them to pa rt ies. for busi· 
css.and pleasure. The Mondales 

atso ' hwited Japanese conSlnlc· 
lion 'workers and their wives -
about 350. in all - to a party to 
celebrate the opening of the new· 

~e~:~~~~~r~mbassador's resi· 

'" loved it." Joan ~'Iondale 

~i~.;~:~ ~\fe;~e~~~~~~~.i~t~~~~~ 
dally liked shaking thei r hands. 

he ir hands were rough from the 
\'ork thc)' do. It felt good to shake 

hands that do work." 
After his serving as U.S. sena· 

tor from Minnesota from 1964 10 
1977 and as vice president from 
1977 to 1981. Wahcr and Joan 
sometimes havc the tables turned 

~no~af~~1d~:;e.~~~~.a~~:~t~~:1~~ 

MONDAL£ from Ai 

times gCtS to be more the center 
of attention than Walter. 

A Mondale aide reports that 
on a trip to Kyoto . the ancient 
Japanese capilal hundreds of 
miles from Tokyo, he vi ited a 
re nowned artist he'd never met. 
The American mentioned he 
worked al the U.S. Embassy. 

"Oh. do you know Joan r.'lon· 
dale?" the artist said. his eyes 
lighting up. TIley talked for sever· 
al minutes about Joan Mondale. 
renowned in Japan for hcr inter· 
est in paintings. sculpture and, 
especially, pollery. 

"The guy never asked a word 
about the ambassador." the aide 
said. 

Joan gets the publicity 

m~iea;x~!~~~dl~~lil~~!i ~~~~l ~~~~ 
husband, as well. She's been on 
national Japanese 1V twice, giv· 
ing tours of the ambassador's res­
idence. a 65-year·old relic that 
was refurbished and reopened 
about a )'ear ago. 

U.S. taxpa),er were victim to 
the kind of imposed inefficiencies 
that plague the Japanese every 
day. The remodeling cost S8.1 
million. a price that soarcd be· 
cause of construction trade rules 
that require every worker on a 
construction site to practice his 
specialty and no other. Pipe ca rri · 
e rs only carry pipe. Pipe filters 
only fit pipe. Fixture installers 
only install fixtures. 

The remodeling was onl)' the 
latest chapter in the tory of a 
house that 's seen more titan its 
share ofwocs. according to a his­
tory produced by the embassy at 
the ~'I ondales' behest. 

Groundbreaking for the resi· 
dence came in Novcmbcr 1929. 
only days after the Wall Strcet 
s tock market crash. Finished at a 
cOSt of51.25 million. the mansion 
was known as "Hoover's I~olly." 

The first ambassador to live in 
the house. a Boston ariStocrat 
named W. Cameron Forbes. was 
not impressed with the hodge-

~~~ugr~~~i~6:e~n a~1de aos;;~i~:f~~~ 
sign. In a leHer to his predeces· 

Will Mondale leave Japan? 
That moment could be near 

There are disappointments, 
too. The Japanese appear to have 
reneged on a plcdge to open the 
insurance market to competition , 
and resistance 10 hiring foreign 
contractors to build homes and 
office is as familiar a fixture on 
the negotiating table as cups of 
tea. 

Rumors continue to swirl in 
and around the em~assy that 
Mondale has grown restless in 
the subtle. sometimes stultifying 
world of diplomacy and may be 
about to head for the exit. 

It could be a perfec t mOJ~ent 
for him to pack his bags. U.S. and 
Japanese forecasters predict that 
the Japanese economy's recovery 
'vil~be short·lived . If hard times 
return , they say. Japan may be 
more inclined than ever to raise 
barriers to fore ign goods and ser· 
vices, even if the strategy Is self­
defeating in the long run. 

So~e bet he's leaving 
Mondalc ducks questions 

~bout his plans. A typical reply: 
"After the election, I'm going to 
have a private conversation about 
the future with the president." 

Still . there have been hints that 
~Iondale . 68, feels suited to morc 
ac,ion than the ambassador's job 
l'rovldes. He has told friends the 
~ost might better fit "someone 
\'i01 a lower metabolism." 

Olericans who've known him 
in1\1s earlier Incarnations as en· 
a\or~-and vice president arc pick· 
il\8 up the same vibrations. 

"I son of get the feeling he 
Ina), want to go home. " said Rob· 
rt M. Orr Jr .. director of the Tok· 

office of Nippon Motorola. 
I've heard him use somc vcr)" 

ery colorful cxpressions in times 
orrrustration: Orr said . "I think I 
Sec in him some frustration. a 
little bit with both Sides. 

Aloth sides. in this case. refers to 
the leadership in Tokyo and in 
Washington. 

Mondale shuns questions 
about whether he feels his mission 
to Japan has been handicapped by 
a White House that sometimes 
Seemed to make U.S. relations 
with Japan a priority.only when 
trade or political crises eruptcd. 

.. Ute hills arc fuJI of U.S. execu-
• tlves- - and Japanese business 

and-government officials - with 
pr3isc for Mondale that rings 
louder than their regard for the 

Whitc House that picked him for 
the post. Americans complain that 
the Clinton administration has 
been slow to recruit experts on 
Japan in the State and Commerce 

~tG~:I~fe~~se ~~~. ~;:~e i~p~~~ 
sentativc. 

Glen S. Fukushima, vice presi ­
dent of the American Chamber of 
Commerce in Japan. is among 
those who arc betting Mondalc 
will leave soon and wishing he 
would stay. 

"I'd give him an A·miml ." 
Fukushima said. "The 'minus 

~~r~e~a~l~~~r~l~u~lfr~~~ntt~~~k 
of focus he's had to deal with in 
Washington. He gets better marks 
than the Clinton administration." 

Ties have broadened 
Whatever the case. the com· 

mercial ties between the United 
States and Japan have grown 
st ronger in the Mondale years at 
the embassy. Japan 's huge trade 
surplus has narrowed considera· 
bly. Japan has cracked open its 
doors to imports of more U.S. 
au tos. chemicals. agricu lture 
products. telecommunications 
equipment and other goods and 
services. 

To Minneso ta companies do· 

~~~eb;~~~C~~~~ ~:rl~~~!~~(~~~~~ 
blessings and disappointments. 

In a land where beef imports 
once were so restricted tha t a 
steak COSt 530 or more at the few 
ne ighborhood markets Ihat sold 
beef. prices are falling. and the 
Daiei chain of 370 "superstores" 
now impons 11 ,000 tons of Kansas 
beefwi lh the helpofC3rgilllnc. 

Northwest I\irl lnes has profited 
handsomcly. sending planes 
Ilacked with people and cargo 
across the Pacific. but it remains 
Iroubled by Japanese bureaucrats 
block.ing flights beyond Tokyo to 
such places as Jakarta.lndone ia. 
MondaJe. a form er Northwest di· 
rector. has stayed away from such 
negoti rnions. 

Medtronic. the Fridley maker 
of pacemakers and other medical 
devices, has enjoyed ann ual sales 
growth of 20 percent or better in 
recent yea rs. Yet in Japan, a 
country with na tional health in· 
surance and a cbS t·conscious 
government as the chief buye r. 
Med tronic remains plagued by 

MONDALE IN JAPAN 

Joan Mondale tours the gardens surrounclng the ambassador's residence In Tokyo. 

sor, Forbes wrote, " I wish you 
would have a careful physiologist 
make a thorough examination 
and find out whether the person 
who des igned th is building was 
an architect or a mole." 

The residence later was where 
Ambassador Joseph Grew and his 
s taff wcre under house arres t for 

~\~~~ln:f~~~!~r~~~~g~eG~~~~~i~~ 
~~~~~ ~~ !~~I~!~~:~Slo~\;::a\~~~~ 
diplomats in U.S. hands, he and 
the staff used the formal garden 
to practice the ir chip shots and 
pUliS. 

The residen e has had an im­
pact on the lives of the Mondales. 
Suddenl),. their quarters arc a 
public curiosity: japanese tour 

oups traipse through the histor· 
i mansion as oft en as twice a 
\ ck. 

What those visitors see is part 
Foggy Bottom fussy and Minne­
sotacasual. 

Lots of modern art 
loan Mondale persuaded the 

Los I\ngeles Museum of Contem­
porory Arl to provide modern art 
I adorn the walls - adding a 
s rncwhat hip tone to a 20·room 
II1n nsion that's an eclcctic blend 
0(30-foot marble columns in the 
Ii ing room and space so vast 
that the place seems less a home 
than a museum with furniture 
vi itors can sit on. 

Some of the a rt is of the you· 
love· it ·or-hate-it va ri ety. For in· 

Ambassador Walter Mondale chats wtth C. l awrence Gteenwood k. , minis­
ter counselor for economic aHalrs. on the walk outside the ambassador's 
resktence. Mondale has hinted to friends that he might be leaving the TOkyo 
post soon. But for now, the ambassador Is ducking questkms about hls 
plans. 

bureaucra tic rules that keep IC3d­
ing·edge products out. 

, "On the issue of introducing 
new products, I think we've made 
no progress at all." says lowell 
Jacobsen. former hcad of Med· 
tron ic's Japan operations and 
now senior vice pres ident /corpo­
rate affairs. 

Last yea r, total U.S. exports to 
Japan topped 564 billion. a rec· 
ord. with ga ins in goods and ser· 
vices targe ted in !fade talks lead· 
ing the wa)'. The Japanese and 
Big Three U.S. automakers last 
yea r exported a record 140.000 
vehicles from the United ta les to 
Japan, up ,10 percent from the 
yea r before. But the change in the 
value of the )'en - and political 

pressure to move jobs home to 
Japan - could reduce that num­
ber in the months nhead. 

Indeed. economists caution 
that some of the good news on 
trade was less 3 product of canny 
trade negotiations than of a sharp 
risc in the international buying 

:~~a'~f,~g o~ . t~l~j:S:~~sJ s~~lic~ 
as mllch as a third cheaper than 
two or three years ago. But that 
trend apl)Cars over. 

In the past six months, the 
,'alue of the yen ha declined 
more than 25 percent . and econ­
omists in Japan say Japanese 
au tomakers with U.S. plants a re 
cuning back on plans to ship 
U.S.- built cars back to Jal)an. 

s tance. above the fireplacc in the 
dining room hnn~s a 4· by 6-foot 
image or a skylllle silhoue tted 
ngainst the background of a sca r-

k~!l~~Y,~~~~t 1"o~YOit ·~IO~~0~~I~~ 
City," a pa inting that appemed in 
oneofthe-Batman" movies. 

The embassy art is on loan. 
but one Joan Mondale idea will 
lingcr long beyond the ~'Iondales' 
tenure in Japan. 

On a visi t to a new subway Iillt 
under construction. Joan Mon· 
dale lea rned that the largest sta· 
tion in the project will be near the 
U .. Embassy. She asked a Japa· 
nese construction official wheth ­
er anyone had considered install· 
ing "public art" to brighten the 
lives of harried commuters. 

And economists sa)' that the 
level of government spending to 
stimulate the japanese economy 
- about 580 billion last year on 
roads. ports and other public pro­
jects - is unsustainable. 

The Japanese government 
lately has turncd its attcntion to 
huge financi~t1 shortfalls expecled 
in the national health care system. 

~:tl ttOe~~flb~ll~~~:s t~~~~ed~~~~~ 
property taxes, have olherworries. 
I\fter soaring to stratospheric 
he ights in thc 1970s and 1980s. 
residential real estate prices have 
plunged 80 percent since 1993, a 
recent surve)' found. With prop· 
e rt)' values down, taxes have 
nowhere to go but up , sapping 
consulllcr purchasing power. 

Appetite may be waning 
Monetary policy cannot pump 

up the Japancse economy, either. 
The di scount rate. the price of 
loans made to central banks by 
the Japanese central banks. 
s tands at 0.5 percent. But even 
with the cos t of moncy almost 
frce, the Japanese arc nOt in­
clined 10 borrow for projects in 

!!i~~I~o:~lrn~~~::i~~rd ~::~I~:~ra' 
rules that make the country one 
of lhe most expensive places to 
do business. 

All that suggeslS 10 economists 
such as Robe rt Allen Feldman at 

alomon Brothers in Tokyo that 
Japan may show a weake r appe­
tite for imported goods in 1997 
and beyond. . 

"The momentum that fiscal 
and monetary expansion of 1995 
brought to the Jallanese economy 
is now beginning to wane,M Feld· 
man warned . He said the recent 
elections. which reaffirmed the 
ruling party's 40-year hold on 
power. indicated that Japan isn', 
going to race to deregulate the 
econOIll)'. 

Looking back, Mondale cites 
the Clinton summit in Tokyo in 
I\pril as a I)eak. 

.. It was a welling up of good 

~~i~~:teb:.:~~~en Ihe twO coun-

The Japanese mention other 
events. 

Againsl the ad"ice of some 
diplomats at the embassy, Mon· 
dale accepted an invilation to at ­
lend a Japanese ceremony mark­
ing the anniversary of Ihe U.S. fire­
bombing of Tokyo in World War II . 
which set off a blaze that claimed 
more than 100.000 casurutics. 

Ak.ia Nomura. deputy chair of 
the editoria l board of the Asahi 
Shimbun, a Japanese newspaper 
with a circulation of more than 8 

su, DAY, OCTOBER 27 ' 1996 

The construction official 
smiled and produced Japanese 
newspaper clippings of Joan 
Mondale's many speeches given 
in the last three years on the 
virtues of public art adorning the 
Boston subwa)' system. 

After many more talks. the 

!!~fl;~~ep~~~~da~~ ~1~~~~~ I~~rl~~ 
to SI million in lost revenue on 
advertising that would have cov­
e red Ihe space. McDonald's res­
taurants agreed to finance the 
purchase of an art work. Now a 
cOlllmittee of art experts is s tudy· 
ing whe ther to choose ce ramic 
tile. s tainless s teel or some other 
matcri althat will endure for dec­
ades in a place where millions of 
people will pass each monlh. 

million, said Mondale time and 
again has shown more s)'mpa thy 
to Japanese feelings than a boat · 
load of diplomats - U.S. or Japa· 
nese - who are trained to be 
cautious. 

"I think he knows he 's nOt just 
anothe r ambassador," Nomura 
sa id . "Whatever he says. he 
knows It doesn 't endanger his 
POSt here." 

Mondale is quick to credit oth­
ers at the embassy and in Wash-

~~~!O~~vitt:~~~~t~i\~tut~~'stocre~,y 
h~~su~gt~~~e f~~~~r~~~e r:~~~~: 
press and people. 

"We got through the 50th an­
niversa ry of the war with a posi ­
tive feeling - nOt easily done, 
but we did it," Mondale sa id . 

Well. almost. 
The low for Mondale in Japan 

came last )'ea r, when two U.S. 
Marines and a U.S. seaman were 
accused and found gUilty of raping 
a 12·)'ea r·old Japanese girl in Oki­
nawa. 

Japanese politicians, at firs t, 
were silent on news of the inci· 
dent. 

In contras t. Mondale was 
quick to express shock and prom· 
lse action. 

" It was about as obnoxious as 
anything could be: Mondale 
said. -The re was no conceivable 
defense. to put it mildly." 

Apologies - in person 
He apologized to the Japanese 

!~~~~ea:~nli~~c~i~~~ ~~~:fyn ~lr~ 
~~~:~:t t~l~~s~nsaroerw~~:n:r 
protests from Okinawa residents 
demanding that U.S. military 
presence on the island end or be 
reduced dramatically. 

The promise prompted long 
rounds of negotiations that led to 
the U .. military finding ways 10 
cast a shorter shadow without reo 
ducing military strength. 

"We did more work on the 
structure of U.S. forces in Okina· 
wa in four months than we did in 
20 years." Mondale said. 

Said Nomura: " It was a very 
humane response. It touched the 
Japanesc. In fac t, I think he was 
ahead of the Japanese politicians 
in understanding how deep feel ­
ings were abo llt the incident and 
about U . . military presence in 
this counlry." 

- Star Tribu"e librarian Rober· • 
ta 1I01llle colllributed researcll to 
t#lis report. 
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