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		Introduction

		World Gone Raw

		A lot of sushi diners talk of needing their “fix,” but it might not be addiction that keeps them coming back as much as a desire to briefly escape the modern world. A simple room of unadorned wood and bright lights, the sushi bar does appear to be a place out of time. Food is identified, with hunter-gatherer austerity, simply by its genus, but familiar personalities stand out among the cast of aquatic characters: confidently recoiling abalone, smoothly dense Spanish mackerel, crisp ark shell, softly evanescent tuna. The reaction of diners receiving this parade of small joys tends to be consistent. Eyes roll upward, stuffed cheeks and busy jaws withstand a compressed smile, as every part of the face individually savors each sensation: the bracing coolness of the fish, its curvature as it is pressed into lightly seasoned rice, the residual warmth of the hands that formed it, the supple resistance of fish flesh as teeth make contact, the slow dissolution of meat on the tongue.

		Heads nod appreciatively in the direction of the chef. Amid a kitchens arms race marked by Viking Ranges and unconventional instruments like syringes and aerosolizers, the sushi chef elicits thoughtful bliss from untreated seafood using nothing more than a sharp, large blade and a pair of unusually dextrous bare hands. Japanese history killed off the samurai at the same point in the mid-nineteenth century that it birthed the sushi chef, and a significant inheritance—to be a lone, knife-wielding guardian of honor and order—was bequeathed at that time. The role of the sushi chef, in its crude simplicity and reliance on a code of courtliness and traditional craftsmanship, rejects modernity’s technical accoutrements in an era when the kitchen has been turned into a laboratory. (As if to signal the almost prehistorical nature of his job, the sushi chef operates without fire; for the rare, cooked item, like reheating a piece of broiled eel, he relies on a rickety toaster oven.)

		At restaurants of all sorts, menus are now filled with highly detailed prose designed to comfort consumers unsettled by the increasing distance between their plate and the origins of the food that sits on it. Poultry dishes carry the label “free-range,” cuts of beef come from a “grass-fed” cow, the seafood was either “line-caught” or hauled in via “dayboat,” and the day’s specials can contain greater detail about harvest rhythms than the Farmers’ Almanac. Menus have elevated small farms and family orchards into the register of familiar place-names. Sushi, however, arrives in front of customers with virtual anonymity, accompanied by none of the where-when-how provenance now afforded to a humble roasted chicken. All diners see of their meal’s origins is the chef who prepared it, as he removes a piece of fish from the refrigerated case in front of them, slices it on the cutting board before their eyes, places it on rice, artfully arranges it on a plate, and serves it onto the counter. In an age of factory kitchens and take-a-number service, many find the simple transparency of this culinary transaction refreshing. But the exchange is also misleading.

		Standing sentinel over a glass caisson of small, plastic-wrapped pylons of fish, the sushi chef is merely a charismatic front man for an invisible world. Behind him is a web of buyers and sellers, producers and distributors, agents, brokers, and dealers that extends from everywhere there is a net that needs to be emptied to anyplace there is a plate that can be filled. On their way from the ocean to the restaurant, some fish take a multi-continental voyage of days, weeks, and, in certain cases, months or years, crossing borders, being subjected to tariffs, having value assessed more than half a dozen times, and visiting more airports than most business travelers.

		Sushi as we know it is very much an invention of the late twentieth century, in particular the flows of money, power, people, and culture that define the era’s interconnectedness. Jet travel allows perishable goods to speed over oceans. Fishermen call in their catch across distant seas via satellite phone. Agents are able to sustain orders by quickly moving capital across currencies to out-of-the-way docks in Third World countries. As the world gets smaller, the selection in those glass cases gets bigger—and better. Eating at a sushi bar, then, is not so much an escape from fast-paced global commerce as an immersion in it. Globalization is, at its most simple, the integration of local economies through trade, a development that has taken place over centuries but accelerated in the late twentieth. Nearly every business across the world has been in some way affected by the currents of global capitalism, but in few places are the complex dynamics of globalization revealed as visibly as in the tuna’s journey from the sea to the sushi bar.
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		In the sushi system, tuna is the trophy fish: the most demanded by diners, the one that is tested as a benchmark of a restaurant’s merit. “In Tokyo restaurants, tuna is such a must-have item that we say if you don’t have tasty tuna at your restaurant then your sign saying you’re a ‘traditional sushi bar’ would cry,” author Takeaki Hori has written. Tuna has moved to such a position atop the world’s cultural food chain—“the diamond of the ocean,” in Hori’s words—that for many of the thirty million Americans who regularly eat sushi, a piece from that fish is, on a per-pound basis, the most expensive food they have ever consumed.

		A little over a generation ago, red tuna was worthless in most parts of the world, where an established market existed for it only as pet food. In the United States, it often could be thought to have negative value, since sport fishermen who chased giant bluefin had to pay a town dump to relieve them of a prized catch seen to have no purpose but taxidermy. Tuna has long been part of the Japanese diet, but its fattiness did not appeal to the austere appetite of a country that preferred lean fish, and the oily belly cuts were reserved for cats. Simultaneous and unrelated jags in supply and demand around 1970—the ability to make tuna available to diners across long distances, and a newly acquired taste for fat among sushi’s greatest enthusiasts—changed that, and the almost instantaneous invention of value they triggered in a natural resource has little parallel in history. Over the course of the following two decades, the average price for bluefin tuna paid to Atlantic fishermen rose by 10,000 percent. Similar if less staggering increases took place in fishing economies around the world.

		With tuna’s new worth came new gradations of value. Bluefin, the most valuable of the tuna species, is a particularly unreliable commodity among fish and wildlife: Tuna migrate long, unpredictable distances and are difficult to catch, and—to those who want to eat them, at least—no two specimens are alike. Even two caught off the same longline or in the same net are unlikely to have any traits in common. Appraised through a complex calculus of fat, oil, color, texture, and flavor, some parts of some tuna can sell for hundreds of dollars a pound, and others—other specimens or other parts of the same fish—can sell for far, far less. The standards, too, are far from absolute, adjusted to tastes that vary from city to city in Japan and from country to country around the world. The combination of the fish’s fickle physiology and the pickiness of those who eat it determines that no commodity in the world loses as much value as quickly as high-quality sushi-destined tuna.

		Until the middle of the twentieth century, it was impossible to eat raw fish more than a few days’ travel from the port where it was landed. But that changed with post–World War II revolutions in transportation technology. In the 1950s, the development of long-distance boats—factory trawlers with onboard processing and freezing facilities—ensured that no fishing ground would ever be off-limits again. The 1956 maiden voyage of shipping containers, the simple metal boxes packed high on a ship’s deck, made possible a newly efficient seafaring commerce. In the 1960s, improvements in the chemistry of low-temperature freezing—and cold-storage chains equipped with science’s new capabilities—gave tuna shelf life. The cargo-centric design of the Boeing jumbo jet, which first took off in 1970, allowed containers to make long-haul trips by air, and the Norwegian novelty of leakproof boxes in the 1970s allowed airlines to pack seafood in the hulls of smaller planes alongside other merchandise. By the mid-1970s, it was common for a bluefin caught in the Atlantic on a summer Sunday evening to be served for lunch in Tokyo on Wednesday.

		Along the way to the sushi bar, tuna are studiously whittled down, from majestic schools patrolling the open seas into headless cadavers into microwave-oven-size blocks piled in storage rooms into, finally, domino-like serving portions. During the travels of tuna, one sees value added and subtracted as it changes hands: Tuna begins as a natural resource, becomes a good when its quality is graded, is enhanced by expert labor when selected and prepared by a chef, and can be marketed as an experience when served at a restaurant that offers diners a moment of exotic simplicity. At each stage, players get more information about the product they own, all while diminishing its life span through further exposure to air—a delicate juggle of swapping knowledge of its worth for the ability to realize some of that value.

		With sushi, unlike technology or clothing or most things moved along global supply chains, the product can never sell itself. Freshness demands more. Due to nature’s fiat, every piece is different and bears no trail of ownership; by the time the actual quality of a cut of fish is known, it is sitting on somebody’s tongue, usually with a touch of soy sauce—too late for anyone to reassess its price. Sushi-grade fish can be only as good as the last person to own it says it is. The connections, then, between people who deal in fish are proxies for provenance, vouching for the thing itself. They are enduring bonds of interpersonal confidence, not the disingenuous glad hand of the electronics wholesaler or the institutionalized bribery that goes on between doctors and the pharmaceutical salesmen assigned to win them over. When it comes to sushi, buyers and sellers must prove their trustworthiness with every piece of fish they pass along, and engage in small gestures to establish friendly ties, down to Central Park softball games in which future Iron Chef Masaharu Morimoto played against his local sushi salesmen—at stake were both sporting pride and the quality of his sashimi.

		Because that trust is so important, those who trade in sushi work together to diversify risk and create as many winners as possible. Meteorological quirks can devastate a monthly bottom line, but few participants ever feel as though they get ripped off. And although there are large corporations in the tuna business, they do not benefit from the economies of scale that make Wal-Mart or Microsoft such intimidating global powers. Their advantage is scope, and it is only as large as the web that individual ties can weave.

		In sushi, no one controls all the information. Everyone—fisherman, agent, processor, salesman, restaurateur, consumer—has his or her own idea of how to value a fish, dependent on a complex, and sometimes contradictory, set of signs. To adjust for such uncertainty about value, tuna traders rely on such unusual sales mechanisms as auctions, consignments, or return-pricing (where the buyer sets the price after receiving the merchandise). No matter what method is used to sell the fish, it isn’t administered by any bureaucracy or enforced by any legal code; it is an informal series of arrangements that have emerged through experience. Traditional price-setting mechanisms—the seller tags the merchandise with a take-it-or-leave-it figure—are thought to be equitable because they eventually settle at an intersection of supply and demand. This balances the benefits to the two sides under the assumption that both are seeking only to maximize their return in that particular transaction. Consignment and return-pricing, however, serve as an informal system of insurance, spreading the risk posed by unknowable freshness among participants. In other chronically uncertain markets, like those for energy, wily entrepreneurs typically see such uncertainty as exploitable—and try to profit from it. In sushi, players sacrifice that opportunity and instead seek comfort in a risk-dispersing system because their greatest interest is maintaining the long-term reliability of the network.

		Others have tried to outwit the kinetic commodity by imposing factory-style standardized production upon it. On six continents, tuna fishermen have taken up ranching, trying to bring the logic of animal husbandry to the hunter-gatherer trade. They and others are aided by nitrogen freezers, which can go as cold as minus 76 degrees Fahrenheit, a temperature that can suspend for years the molecular activity that causes decay in tuna. Industrialists aspire not so much to negotiate risk but eliminate it. Removing time and chance from fishing, and rendering seasons and weather irrelevant, would keep prices predictable through the year.

		When we talk about markets in the context of globalization, we tend to use the term abstractly. But the hub of the modern fresh-fish trade is a place where buyers and sellers come to swap goods face-to-face, directly descended from the impromptu bazaars that popped up at road intersections in the Middle Ages. The Tsukiji Market, just blocks away from the logo-dense Ginza shopping corridors, was once nicknamed “Tokyo’s Pantry.” For one cuisine, it has become the planet’s: Each day, Tsukiji both feeds the city where modern sushi was born and helps set prices and expectations for it worldwide. Nothing has spurred a crisis of conscience about the nature of commerce in contemporary Japan as much as the market’s long-scheduled and still pending move out of downtown Tokyo to suburban territory. The new location will be closer to highway connections and to Narita International Airport, which has in many ways supplanted Tsukiji as the new hub of the high-end tuna trade.

		The new sushi economy has challenged the way we see the globe. Food has always been a point of negotiation between people and their environment. Eating seafood is an ongoing flirtation in a long, unconsummated romance with the open water, the only terrain on earth able to resist civilization. When we eat seafood, we stick indelibly to the idea that it must be better, fresher, the closer a restaurant is to the water, a fact on display in nearly every seaside haven where tourists seem drawn to the shack most directly abutting the shore. Perhaps diners imagine that the fellow who runs the place operates his own fishing fleet, and his boats unload hourly at a dock nestled behind the maître d’ stand. (One day, an enterprising social scientist will prove there to be no correlation between Zagat’s ratings and proximity to seafaring opportunities.)

		Sushi draws our attention to a changing landscape of consumption. From the food’s nineteenth-century origins—when the acidity of vinegared rice offered a method of preserving fish that could not be eaten right out of the market—restaurants that serve it have always been jewels of civilization, not nature, located according to the vagaries of urban economics, not topography. Sushi has historically found itself, then, wherever human beings have applied their expertise to transform natural resources. Jewelry stores, after all, don’t set up near quarries; sellers of fur coats install themselves far from trappers’ stations. From the cozy confines of the sushi bar—where the raw bar’s defensive iconography of steam clippers and captain’s wheels is thankfully absent—diners are comfortable deputizing their sushi chef to act as a middleman between them and nature. The distances that matter in sushi are personal, not geographic. Whether people are what they eat remains a question for nutritionists and existential philosophers; the matter of where you eat is slowly becoming academic for anybody other than travel writers. The centers of the sushi economy in the twenty-first century are sites of exchange and connection. Today, the places with the freshest fish—and, often, the telltale aroma that draws attention to such privileged locations—are airport cargo hangars and refrigerated storage facilities located near highway interchanges. No one itches to tie on a lobster bib there.
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		In debates about globalization, food culture has assumed an outsized significance. Anti–World Trade Organization rioters have smashed Starbucks windows, and labor-union advocates have protested Wal-Mart’s long march (frequently at the expense of mom-and-pop groceries) from northeast Arkansas to Guangzhou, but the strongest feelings have been reserved for McDonald’s. The chain’s restaurants have been destroyed (in unconnected incidents on at least four continents) by Belgian vegetarians, Indian farmers, British May Day celebrants, and, most prominently, a French shepherd named José Bové, who blamed “McMerde” for indenturing “servile slaves at the service of agribusiness.” Meanwhile, globalization booster Thomas Friedman offered a “Golden Arches Theory of Conflict Prevention,” optimistically postulating that two countries with McDonald’s would never go to war with each other, because “people in McDonald’s countries don’t like to fight wars. They like to wait in line for burgers.” (Months after Friedman advanced the theory in his 1999 book The Lexus and the Olive Tree, it was disproven when the United States attacked Serbia. After the U.S. Air Force accidentally bombed the Chinese Embassy in Belgrade, Beijing University students unfurled a banner that said, RESIST AMERICA BEGINNING WITH COLA. ATTACK McDONALD’S, STORM KFC.)

		Patience is not the virtue that most impresses Friedman about those who queued up at McDonald’s. The customers represent the development of a consumer class and business environment sufficiently progressive to attract transnational investment, and their every order is accordingly supersized with peace and prosperity. Bové saw Ronald McDonald and his merry band of homogenizing corporatists as a threat to the innocent economics and culture of the European countryside. Political scientist Benjamin Barber in 1992 considered this debate to be the essential conflict of post–Cold War geopolitics, identifying it as “Jihad vs. McWorld”—a dialectical food fight between the forces of tribalism and of globalism.

		The anti-fast-food farmers, vegetarians, and trade unionists found elite allies in the Slow Food movement of socially conscious foodies. Founded in 1986 in response to the opening of a McDonald’s in Rome, Slow Food practices what it calls “ecogastronomy” by advocating for tomatoes grown in the next county over and butter churned down the street. The resulting coalition amounts to what some have labeled the culinary wing of the antiglobalization movement. To many people around the world on both the left and the right, this extra-virgin isolationism—to act locally by eating locally—became the easiest way to stand up to the perceived inhumanity of global capitalism.

		But the sushi industry tells another story about globalized food culture and commerce. Those who point to the facelessness of the market, the might of cash triumphing over the intimacy of the handshake, would find much to admire in the character of the sushi trade. It is one of the last areas in which human beings remain hunter-gatherers, says Harvard anthropologist Theodore Bestor, who has studied sushi supply chains. “Even with radar, sonar, radio, and fish-finding technology, a fishing boat goes out and they don’t know what they are going to catch,” he says. “Cattle ranchers, corn farmers, apple orchards are all dependent on a variety of fluky things, but they can see what they have. Seafood is inherently a risky thing: you can’t count that just because there’s a tuna today there will be a tuna tomorrow.”

		Sushi reveals what many of those sympathetic to the Slow Food ideology seem to have foreclosed: that a virtuous global commerce and food culture can exist. On a new landscape of consumption, power is decentralized, and supply and demand are regulated not by moguls but by local ideas about value and taste. Even large corporations that become involved, particularly the massive Japanese food conglomerates that supply supermarkets and restaurant chains with fresh fish, are usually forced to defer to local expertise. This big-money business—unbranded, still not standardized, with its reliance on old-fashioned markets—depends on those involved knowing they have to look one another in the eye to make it all work. Through sushi, we see that that integrity does not need to come only from defending the tribal honor of terroir, but is to be uncovered in movement, as well. Conquering distance, geographical and cultural, can be a triumph of the liberal values of mobility and interdependence, empowering local communities instead of threatening them.
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		At a 2006 event at the Asia Society in New York, food writer Mimi Sheraton—whose iconoclastic 1983 four-star review of Midtown sushi bar Hatsuhana in The New York Times was probably the greatest validation the cuisine had ever received outside its homeland—gathered a panel of prominent chefs to mull over the future of sushi in the United States. They included some New Yorkers riffing most successfully off Japanese convention, from the Ethiopian-born Swede Marcus Samuelsson (“Swedish sushi” of raw herring on mashed Yukon gold potatoes) and the Colombian-born New Jerseyan Josh DeChellis of Sumile (barramundi sashimi topped with a red-bean miso chutney) to Masaharu Morimoto (a “tuna pizza” of raw bluefin with jalapeño, onion, olives, and an anchovy aioli on a tortilla chip) and Tadashi Ono of Matsuri (nigiri of shad, perhaps the most American of fish). Referring to all these innovations, Sheraton asked with grave concern, “Will the new kill the old, and will you care?”

		Sheraton’s question, even with its opt-out clause, was predicated on the assumption there is a “traditional” and “authentic” sushi to be defiled by its new global reach. The critics of globalized food culture are reliant on such an imagined ideal—that there is a pure, natural state of immemorial local tastes that was violently disrupted by the phenomena of world commerce. The narrative of a perfected past debased by the homogenizing pressures of integration is a convenient fiction embraced by reactionaries of all stripes. Yet sushi’s history shows a foodstuff always in flux, remaking itself over centuries due to shifting pressures of economics and culture.

		What the world now knows as sushi began as a street snack in nineteenth-century Edo-era Tokyo, fast food well before that term was ever applied to hamburgers, fries, and shakes. In the place of its birth, sushi has changed since then—flitting between high and low, the elite and pop spheres, one-time trophy fish blue marlin displaced by tuna—as food entrepreneurs have been pushed to respond to adjustments in Japanese lifestyles and tastes. Today it is a ubiquitously coveted delicacy outside Japan, too, found in nearly every city in the United States, where it’s sold out of the deli case at supermarket counters, as a snack at baseball stadiums, and as part of a $350 omakase lunch at New York’s Masa. In the small suburb of Towson, Maryland, nine sushi restaurants are now open within walking distance of one another, a Sushi Belt that urban-policy consultant Otis White likens to the development of urban garment and home-furnishing districts. Takeout sushi restaurants—where fish is either punched out and assembled by automated machines known as “sushi robots,” or by minimally trained human beings—can be found in mall food courts and university student centers; the Los Angeles company Southern Tsunami operates two thousand such locations nationwide, generating $250 million in annual revenues.

		The story of sushi upends a lot of other similarly easy assumptions made about globalization and its effects on food culture: about mass and luxury tastes; about who stands at the new global landscape’s center, who has been resigned to its periphery, and who serve as power brokers and tastemakers in the global economy. In the sushi economy, power does not flow downward from the boardrooms of multinational corporations, and culture does not radiate outward from decisions made in Hollywood studios, New York newsrooms, or London ad agencies. The expansion of supply and demand for sushi across continents was not typically outlined in corporate mission statements or governmental agendas. Instead, the agents of change have been individuals, who have—largely through personal migrations, both temporary and permanent—created unlikely linkages across hemispheres in an era of new mobility. Tastes for sushi traveled with migrant Japanese farm and railroad workers in the nineteenth century and with the country’s corporate executives in the twentieth. Individual chefs, through their own desultory career paths, mixed flavors across continents.

		The most famous non-Japanese contribution to the sushi repertoire was the California roll of avocado and crab, invented in Los Angeles in the 1960s by Japanese chefs adapting to American tastes and available ingredients. In Brazil—whose first city, São Paolo, has the world’s largest Japanese population outside Japan and where in 2003 the number of sushi bars exceeded that of Brazilian barbecues—the avocado in California rolls is replaced by mango, in deference to local produce and the national sweet tooth. A small Singapore chain serves a roll that features both avocado and mango. Elsewhere in that country, diners can feast on curry rolls and Hainanese chicken-rice rolls, often in halal sushi bars catering to the small nation’s increasingly wealthy Malaysian Muslim population. Hawaiians make sushi with SPAM, a vestige of contingency measures adopted by island residents during World War II rationing. A small restaurant on the main downtown shopping street in Newark, New Jersey, sells takeout sushi and tacos in the same Styrofoam dishes. At Casa Lalla in Marrakech, a Michelin two-star chef rolls maki with crab and couscous alongside a quail tagine. In Sydney, an “Internet Café & Sushi Bar” seemingly owned by a Korean family sells rolls of poached chicken with peas and corn to scraggly backpackers and pimply online gamers. The London-based chain YO! Sushi took the conveyor belt developed by a Japanese restaurateur in the 1950s to apply impersonal fast-food economics to the sushi bar and raised it to a status design element.

		In 2001, after studying abroad in Chicago, a young Japanese woman named Yoko Shibata returned to Tokyo and opened a American-inspired joint called Rainbow Roll Sushi. Its menu is filled with all the newfangled preparations that scandalize traditionalists: the namesake concoction of salmon, squid, shrimp, and flying-fish roe; a “Nixon roll” of grilled eel, cucumber, and cream cheese; and a “sushi sandwich” on a croissant. Now “New York–style sushi” is seen by Tokyoites as an established restaurant genre. One of its signature dishes is the spicy-tuna roll, which American chefs developed to unload odd scraps of fish past their prime, assuming that slathering them in mayonnaise and chile would help mask dubious taste and texture.

		When it comes to their food culture, the Japanese have always been borrowers (ramen has origins in China and tempura in Portugal) and fusionists (in the late nineteenth century, Westernized dishes like English-style curry and omelettes filled with ketchup-sauced rice were the rage). Around 1900, the Japanese were already making sushi rolls with ham and Western-style black pepper. What most Americans (and Japanese, too) would think of as the Platonic ideal of the “authentic” and the “traditional” sushi experience—a fatty, pink slice of toro nigiri served by a chef to a customer seated before him—is in fact no older than the California roll.

		So, let’s rephrase the question: Is the new any different from the old, and should we care?
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		This is not the first book about sushi. Many others have been what can be euphemistically described as cookbooks, filled with glamorous food photography and do-it-yourself instruction on how to reproduce those delectable morsels. These books tend to suggest that all one needs to make sushi are a sharpened knife, plastic-wrapped bamboo mat, traditional wooden spatula, and Japanese pantry staples such as short-grain rice, vinegar, and dried seaweed. Some emphasize, as well, the importance of having a reliable fish retailer. A more thorough list of prerequisites for the production of good sushi would include historical exposure to business travelers, tourists, and skilled migrants; integration into international labor markets; intercontinental cargo connections; supply-chain expertise; and exposure to the worldly flavor currents of both haute cuisine and fast food. In other words, a book about what goes into the making of sushi has to really be a narrative about the development of twentieth-century global capitalism. A book that wants to revel in the beauty and deliciousness of sushi must be a celebration of globalization. This is that book.

	
		PART ONE
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		The Freight Economy

	
		One

		PRINCE EDWARD ISLAND, CANADA
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		The Day of the Flying Fish

		The birth of modern sushi

		Wayne MacAlpine had been working as Japan Airlines’s lone cargo man in Canada for only a few months when the Teletype machine in his Toronto office began stammering with a surprising solution to the one-way traffic problem. Japan’s two-decade-old national airline was thriving, and when its planes landed on foreign runways, cameras, optical lenses, textiles, and small electronics tumbled out. As the aircraft geared up for their return to Tokyo, however, those cargo holds were typically empty. In April 1971, the airline hired MacAlpine, a thirty-two-year-old Canadian who had worked previously for United Airlines, and employees like him around the world to rustle up freight business on outbound flights. At the time, JAL did not even have flights out of Toronto, but MacAlpine’s assignment was to discover untapped exporters in eastern Canada whose products could be transferred onto Tokyo-bound JAL flights from Vancouver and Los Angeles. His target list included products such as business equipment, chemicals, aircraft parts—nonperishable goods that the industry calls “hard cargo”—that would find willing buyers in booming Japan.

		The Teletype arrived in late summer from JAL’s headquarters in Tokyo. It was written by Akira Okazaki, whom MacAlpine had never met but knew was the man responsible for uncovering new markets for cargo worldwide. The message had a simple request: What could MacAlpine find out about tuna-fishing along Canada’s eastern coast? The inquiry confused MacAlpine, who had entered the air-freight business thinking that the one-way problem would be sorted out in a factory, not on a pier. MacAlpine put his other work aside and began making phone calls to local governments in the maritime province. “I was a young guy and here was a request from head office to get information on something going on in my region,” he recalled.

		A few days later, MacAlpine drafted a Teletype to Okazaki. He reported that anglers from around the world came each fall to the North Atlantic to pursue the local bluefin tuna. Sports fishermen were drawn to the small oceanfront town of North Lake, in Prince Edward Island, where the economic activity the annual tuna hunt generated was a source of great pride for the local government. MacAlpine included an additional piece of information as something of an afterthought. “What they did after they caught them is they had their picture taken with the fish and dug a hole with a small bulldozer and buried them,” MacAlpine reported back.

		It was long after MacAlpine’s response arrived in Tokyo that Akira Okazaki decided to make his way to Canada.

		[image: ]

		Akira Okazaki was born in prewar Japan and spent his preteen years in Shanghai with a father sent there to represent the Bank of Japan during that country’s imperial occupation of northern China. Kaheita Okazaki had been trained as a lawyer, but he found utopian potential in business; high-school friendships with Chinese students in Japan convinced him that commercial ties between nations could “create peace within Asia.” Once, after learning that his son had sprayed a Chinese boy with a water pistol, Kaheita dragged young Akira across Shanghai so he could apologize—in the formal Japanese style of kneeling on the ground—to his damp victim.

		In his twenties, Akira Okazaki went to work for Japan Airlines, a company born amid Japan’s postwar recovery and initially so modest that in its first offices, in Ginza, executives sat on tatami mats. But its international expansion was swift: Two years later, JAL opened offices in New York and Honolulu and, in 1954, inaugurated its first international flights, to San Francisco. The following decade, JAL would add service to Hong Kong, Singapore, and Frankfurt, among other cities, a sort of atlas of emerging-business opportunities for Japanese industry. In 1966, JAL started regular flights from Tokyo to New York, via Honolulu and San Francisco.

		Okazaki was assigned to a sales office in Sapporo, on the rural northern island of Hokkaido. He quickly tired, however, of the abuse he received from passengers over the airline’s high-priced domestic fares and asked to be moved to the cargo division. Freight would come to be a vital part of the airline industry—in some situations, the difference between an unprofitable route and a moneymaking one—and carriers have since committed many resources to winning business and loyal customers. But at the time, cargo represented only about 3 percent of JAL’s business, due in large part to the one-way problem. For the national airline of a country developing an economy centered around high-value industry, the predicament was increasingly dire. Japan’s unique economic model was contingent on importing raw materials, usually the type of bulky items that traveled by slow-moving container ship and were exported in finished form by air, which cost five times more than moving them by sea. When Okazaki requested a transfer to the cargo unit, his colleagues questioned a move they saw as a willful demotion to a backwater department. His maneuver, however, was quickly rewarded. An early assignment sent Okazaki to the Imperial Hotel, in Tokyo, where he was to help Marilyn Monroe assemble a packing list for the many gifts she had received on a Japanese trip. She came to the door in her underwear.

		Okazaki was charged with developing new sources of cargo business for JAL, which was lagging behind Pan Am, the world’s busiest carrier, and the increasingly dominant Flying Tiger Line, a freight-only airline founded immediately after the war by veterans of Claire Chennault’s American volunteer air force (which had collaborated with Chinese nationalists to fight the Japanese across Asia). Typically cargo deals—whether by land, by sea, or by air—get struck because a seller has merchandise he wants to bring to market somewhere, and looks for a way to move it most efficiently. However, in a globalizing economy, Okazaki was coming to realize, the existence of networks would determine what could be traded. Okazaki had trade infrastructure in hand and a consumer in mind, but no wares to sell. He had to find products.

		From Hokkaido, he had discovered lily of the valley flowers and hairy crabs—although it was impossible to find a Tokyo retailer who wanted to stock the frightful crustaceans. When stationed in Hong Kong, Okazaki was introduced by a customs official to the United States’ federal trade statistics, an annual phonebook-size accounting of all the international traffic moving in and out of the country. He mined its data tables voraciously for goods that could be shipped to Japan, and came to look closely at food products. Most did not lend themselves as readily to transport by air: Fruits and vegetables are typically a low-margin product with enough shelf life to survive an ocean voyage in a reefer boat. Many countries have restrictive laws about the importation of meat—for both health reasons and the desire to protect domestic agriculture—that do not make it always a good candidate for air freight, either. But when it came to seafood, Okazaki determined, the value and sensitivity to decay perfectly matched the economics of air freight.

		Okazaki and his colleagues knew nothing about fish. “We did not know why canned tuna was white, and raw tuna meat was red,” he recalled. But there was one place every Tokyoite would instinctively go to learn more. So one morning at 5:00, Okazaki headed to the Tsukiji Market in downtown Tokyo for an education. He knew vaguely what he was looking for: high-value items, whose prices could justify air-cargo costs, for which there seemed to be a competitive demand. As he wandered through the maze of wholesalers’ stalls, Okazaki made note of salmon roe, sea bream, sea urchin, and ark shells, but it was the biggest beast there—whose silvery, cylindrical body did not look unlike that of an unpainted stainless-steel jet—that most piqued his attention.

		That fish was a tuna, whose oily red meat had once been dismissed by Japanese diners disgusted by its fat content. But Japanese tastes were changing, not least because sushi, a century-old picnic food sold by street vendors and on delivery bikes, had been pushed inside. In the postwar years, sushi became a luxury food preferred by Japan’s burgeoning corporate elite. Just as Tokyo became the center of the country’s expanding commercial empire, the city’s sushi tastes shunted aside regional preferences. The preparation of the capital’s Edo-mae nigiri—in which pieces of fish are pressed into rice and eaten on the spot, instead of waiting for the acidic rice to pickle the flesh—put a new premium on high-quality fresh ingredients. Whether among the businessmen and politicians who ate regularly at sushi bars or the ordinary Japanese who could afford to go only on birthdays, it seemed by the late 1960s that the one fish everyone wanted was tuna.

		But market supply could not keep up with the growing demand. The tuna Okazaki saw at Tsukiji had found their way there either from local Japanese boats that moved their fresh catch into the market, or from the nation’s expanding fleet of long-distance trawlers who brought back voluminous quantities in frozen form. Given the rising prices it fetched at market, and its exceptional size, the tuna was the perfect candidate for his new cargo program, Okazaki decided. “The gross tonnage of tuna is considerably larger, therefore, it might compensate to the airlines the huge expense for the project on the tuna development,” he wrote at the time in an internal JAL report.

		Okazaki set out to identify an untapped supply of tuna. He reached out to JAL branch offices, other airlines, and national fishing authorities in Europe, Canada, and the United States. Most of the contacts turned up no promising leads. “One reason for the negative replies, we later discovered, is that the bluefin tuna is not considered an edible fish. Thus, most people do not look at the bluefin as a possible item for export to Japan,” Okazaki recalled. More specific demurrals—about how the local fishery found tuna to be “harmful fish” because they competed for available stocks of herring and mackerel, or how sport fishermen would just throw them out—suggested to Okazaki that the business of bringing the fish to Japan might be even more lucrative than he had initially anticipated. From his office in Tokyo, Okazaki was developing a more sophisticated understanding of the world’s tuna landscape than many of the men hunting for them in long-distance boats, and in ways not just economic. “Prior to our study, we had thought the bluefin was found only in the middle of the ocean. But to our surprise, tuna is found swimming near the coastline, like the grey mullets and mackerel,” he recalled. “We heard many times that when you stand at the cliffs on the ocean in Canada, you will be quite amazed to see fish swimming in the near distance.”

		After receiving MacAlpine’s promising report on Prince Edward Island, Okazaki realized there was still work to do at home. He enlisted two partners to work on what those at JAL had begun referring to as Okazaki’s “tuna project.” Soiji Kobayashi was a Tsukiji veteran from the auction house Tohto Suisan who could offer expertise on how to handle tuna according to market demands. Yoki Kumahara, an energetic young executive of the trading company Toshoku, would bring commercial know-how about international transactions. With his new team, Okazaki visited two Japanese ports and even spent a week on a boat, an experience that left Kobayashi and Kumahara violently sick. For his part, Okazaki came away determined that JAL would have two considerable obstacles to transporting Canadian tuna to Tokyo: He would have to discover a substitute for the chipped ice used to insulate fish at sea (it was heavy and prohibitively expensive to ship by air) and to find a way to ensure that fishermen used to recklessly shoveling herring and cod on dirty harbor floors would handle the tuna according to Tsukiji standards. “Ten thousand miles is an extremely long distance to transport such delicate fish successfully in a limited amount of time,” Okazaki observed.

		To replace the ice, Okazaki set up experiments to test urethane, a crystalline compound sprayed in foam form and allowed to shrink around an object. For the first experiment, Okazaki bought an inexpensive yellowtail—he could not justify spending even $500 on a cheap tuna for a test “with absolutely no known outcome”—and carried it on domestic JAL flights for as many as four days. When they opened the package, they were struck first by the stench; the sight of a decayed fish quickly followed. The urethane shell was too thick, and generated heat when foamed in such quantity. Okazaki, with laboratory discipline, tested the effects felt by different parts of the fish at select temperatures. Based on those results, he designed another experiment, this time on a yellowfin tuna caught off the Japanese coast four days earlier. The fish was gutted, and its stomach cavity packed with fifteen pounds of ice. The tail was adorned with ice chunks and wrapped in newspaper. The whole fish was blanketed in plastic wrap and then put into a vinyl bag, which was sprayed with a thin layer of urethane. It, too, spent four days traveling JAL’s domestic routes, with the tuna’s body temperature tested throughout. The experiment was far from flawless—the thermometer broke and the head was damaged en route—but the meat survived in good shape. Okazaki was convinced that the ice problem had been largely solved. “We questioned whether it was really impossible to bring the Canadian tuna to the Tokyo Central Fish Market four days after it was caught,” he wrote. “But we were sure we wanted to try.”

		[image: ]

		In October 1971, two Japanese businessmen wearing blue pinstriped suits and carrying attaché cases stood on Canada’s eastern shore. Lashed by a cold northern wind, they admired the fins of tuna puncturing the Atlantic’s surface. Okazaki and Kumahara, along with MacAlpine, trekked along the scabrous eastern coast of Prince Edward Island, meeting fishermen and dealers. Most looked at the Japanese men and their odd proposal with great skepticism. “We’ve been making a living by catching codfish for over a hundred years. We’re not interested in other fish. You’re trying to tell me that tuna would sell in Japan? Who’d eat such a fish?” one fisherman told Okazaki. Bluefin, it turned out, were a long-standing nuisance to the cod fishermen, who often found their nets ruined by the tuna enmeshed in them. The cynicism of local fishermen was offset only by enthusiasm from government agencies deputized with promoting local fisheries and foreign exports.

		One fish dealer, however, welcomed the outsiders. Okazaki’s team met Albert Griffin at the processing plant he owned on the cove next door to the North Lake Tuna Club, where sportsfishing captains kept their charter boats. At the end of the day, Griffin invited the group into his home in Souris, a nearby rural town. As they sat at his kitchen table drinking beer, it became quickly clear that Griffin did not have the profile of an import-export pioneer: he had no formal education, was dealing with a drinking problem, and was fixated on the card game cribbage. Despite Griffin’s seeming inability to tell one Japanese man from the other, the guests gamely joined Griffin for beers, then dinner, then rounds of cribbage. They repeated the schedule for several days. Even though MacAlpine had to translate Griffin’s mumbled speech, Okazaki realized he had discovered a perfect collaborator. Griffin was receptive to the highly specific handling demands other fishermen dismissed: the need to kill a fish immediately to bring down its body temperature, to quickly cool it in an ice tank, and to pack it solidly in a box for air transit. “Griffin was agreeable to follow the dimensions to a T,” MacAlpine said. “It became really evident to me early on that this was a guy who was astute enough to listen to what the buyer wanted.”

		Even though he was happy to have identified a local partner, Okazaki decided it was too late in the season to establish the necessary infrastructure to ship tuna that year. The group returned to Tokyo, where Okazaki prepared two reports he could distribute to Canadian fishermen. One booklet, filled with charts and marketing data, would be used to persuade fishermen of the commercial potential in selling to Japan. Another contained instructions on how to appropriately treat bluefin. Meanwhile, in Canada, MacAlpine journeyed repeatedly from his office in Toronto to North Lake, where Griffin would pick him up at the airport in a big brown Chrysler covered in red dust and quickly toss the keys to his visitor. Griffin began swigging from a small bottle as the two headed off to outfit Griffin’s plant with the brine tanks and icemakers necessary for tuna.

		At the beginning of the 1972 summer season, Okazaki traveled to Prince Edward Island to make his first attempt to get the product back to Tokyo on schedule. He arranged in advance for Griffin to catch a tuna and have it ready for shipment. Griffin enlisted the Dingwell brothers, a pair of local undertakers, to build a box, and retained a friend who owned a trucking company to haul it to New York for $1,000. But upon his arrival, Okazaki learned that the 704-pound fish had already been out of the water for three days, and had spent them idling under a pile of ice. The coffin and truck were in place, but confusion over whether the tuna had to be tested for mercury delayed the project for an additional eight days. At last, Okazaki got in the truck with the giant bluefin and set out on the road for a thirty-hour drive, including a stop at the U.S. border for customs, to the JAL cargo terminal at John F. Kennedy International Airport. There, it took almost two hours and many hands to pack the fish, and then it set off for the fourteen-hour trip to Japan on a DC-8.

		Approximately twenty-eight hours after it left New York, the fish arrived at Tokyo’s Haneda Airport. The temperatures largely held according to Okazaki’s expectations: Most of the ice remained unmelted. But two weeks out of the water, the meat was in dismal condition. The first fresh Atlantic bluefin sold at Tsukiji for a lackluster eighty cents a pound, but market regulars marveled at the logistical feat.

		The major problem with the fish was the condition known as “meat burn”: prolonged exposure to oxygen en route gradually blanched the tuna’s red color. Okazaki acquired new batches of yellowfin in Tokyo for a set of experiments in which the tuna were placed in bags sealed with various combinations of gases. “Someone had heard that the flesh of people who had committed suicide by natural gas was very pretty. We wondered why the gas caused such a phenomena to occur,” Okazaki said. Scientists told him that it could be attributed to the mixture of carbon monoxide and hemoglobin, and that the same process should take place in the tuna’s bloodstream if it were sealed with only carbon monoxide. After days, the control samples, sealed with air and nitrogen, had turned black. The carbon monoxide–packed tuna, however, had changed “from vermillion to crimson, but nothing more,” Okazaki reported. But when he opened the bag, it became
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