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PREFACE
by  Philippe Riès
In the heart of the central business district in Tokyo stands Japanese industry’s Holy of Holies, the Keidanren Kaikan. This  building houses one of the most powerful business organizations  on the planet. Japan’s corporations, together with the state  bureaucracy and the conservative politicians of the Liberal  Democratic Party (LDP), form an “iron triangle” that has governed the country since the end of the American occupation at  the beginning of the 1950s.
An unusual event took place in the vast auditorium of the  Keidanren Kaikan on March 27, 1999, one that was rendered   even more extraordinary by the setting itself. The event was an  announcement: A foreign white knight had arrived to rescue a  jewel in the crown of Japanese industrial enterprise, Nissan  Motor Company, Ltd. Nissan was the number-two firm in the  Japanese automobile industry, which itself was the second-largest  in the world next to the United States. Despite its woes, Nissan  Motor remained an industrial giant, with 140,000 salaried  employees and, counting its keiretsu connections and its suppliers,  close to half a million dependents. Its economic weight was  greater than 1% of the country’s gross domestic product. It was a  global enterprise, with factories in the United States, Mexico,  Europe, and Asia, and industrial or commercial networks spread  across five continents. And, finally, it was a brand name known  from Alaska to Tierra del Fuego, from the North Cape to the   Cape of Good Hope, one of those names that had helped the  Japanese industrial machine penetrate the everyday consciousness  of the peoples of the world. “Nissan” is a contraction of the words  nihon sangy[image: image], whose literal meaning is “Japanese industry”; the  company has been an important part of Japanese history and  shares many intimate traits of Japan’s national character.
The date of March 27 had not been picked at random. Four  days later, on March 31, 1999, Japanese companies would close  their books on fiscal year 1998, which had begun the previous  April. For Nissan, it had been another period of heavy losses, the  seventh in eight years.
Nearly fifteen years earlier, in his book The Reckoning, David  Halberstam had celebrated Nissan as the company that best represented the modern-day samurais who had dared to challenge  Detroit on its own ground. Now, after a steady, twenty-six-year  decline in its share of the Japanese automotive market, the firm  was buckling under an enormous burden of debt and teetering  on the verge of bankruptcy. Barring an unlikely intervention by  the Japanese government, Nissan faced a simple choice: either  enter voluntary liquidation or beseech a savior from abroad. After  many long months of deliberation, and with the March 31, 1999,  deadline looming, Nissan’s management chose the latter solution.  But it was not until the last moment that the name of the foreign  partner emerged, and that name was, to say the least, a surprise.
DAVID AND GOLIATH 
For a long time, Renault had been the ugly duckling of the   automotive world. Recently privatized, the company was still  dependent on the French government, which was by far its  largest stockholder. Outside of France, the name Renault evoked  nothing so much as a series of setbacks. Renault’s small sedan,  the Dauphine, had achieved limited success in America, but no  similar successes followed. Instead, there had been a fiasco: the   purchase of AMC, the American Motor Corporation, subsequently resold to Chrysler after devouring billions of francs.  More recently, the collapse of a planned merger with Volvo Car  had seemed to seal the fate of a company shackled by its past as a  state-owned concern, excessively dependent on its domestic market, and almost certainly doomed to lose its independent status in  the mighty process of consolidation that was about to reconfigure  the worldwide automotive industry. Accordingly, the favorite to  take over control of Nissan was the new giant of the automotive  industry, the product of an audacious merger between DaimlerBenz AG and Chrysler Motor Corporation.
Having gobbled up one of Detroit’s Big Three (albeit the  smallest one, with the most troubled history), Jürgen Schrempp,  the CEO of DaimlerChrysler, was turning his gaze to Asia. On  paper, the contest between Renault SA and DaimlerChrysler AG  to win the hearts of the directors of Nissan looked very much like  David and Goliath. As quoted on the stock exchanges of Frankfurt and New York, the German-American outfit was roughly ten  times richer than its French competitor. For the Japanese executives, if they were going to lose their independence, it was probably easier psychologically to sell their company to Germans. After  all, Mercedes, BMWs, Audis, and Volkswagens had such strong  appeal for Japanese consumers that Germany was the only country whose automotive trade with Japan was in balance. German-made automobiles represented a good two-thirds of the vehicles  imported by Japan. Renault had sold fewer than 3,000 units in  Japan in 1998. And finally, DaimlerChrysler, whose Mercedes and  Freightliner models made it the number-one truck manufacturer  in the world, could excite the Nissan directors with the prospect  of saving Nissan Diesel, a truck-manufacturing subsidiary in even  worse shape than its corporate parent.
But the French were able to find some advantages in their  small size and relative poverty. The decision to contact Nissan was  the result of careful deliberation. After the painful failure of an   attempted merger with Volvo, Louis Schweitzer, Renault’s chairman and CEO, realized that he had to look to other frontiers as  rapidly as possible.
THE CRISIS OF “JAPAN INC.” 
Behind its uniform appearance, the Japanese automotive industry  was in reality marked by sharp contrasts. Toyota had climbed into  third place worldwide, and in the course of its rise to prominence,  the company had received virtually universal acclaim for its production system, “the machine that changed the world.” From its  headquarters in Nagoya, Toyota now controlled more than 40% of  the Japanese market and was extending its reach across the planet,  thanks in part to its formidable financial clout. Honda Motor was  also in excellent shape and well on the way to becoming Japan’s  second-largest automobile manufacturer. Honda’s strength lay in  its engineering; its design innovations had attracted young consumers and transformed Honda’s U.S. operation into a bastion of  profitability. Sure of itself and confident in its future, Honda was a  fiercely, resolutely independent company. But the other Japanese  car manufacturers were experiencing the pain associated with  what came to be known in Japan as the “lost decade.” It had begun  in 1990, following the bursting of the Japanese stock market   bubble created in the 1980s, and it caused widespread financial  pain and crippling uncertainty. Mazda was now effectively under  American control through its affiliation with Ford. Companies   of even more modest size—Isuzu, Fuji Heavy (maker of Subaru),  and Suzuki—had sought protection under the wing of General  Motors, the largest automotive manufacturer in the world. The  only independent manufacturers remaining were Mitsubishi  Motor Corporation (MMC) and Nissan.
In all likelihood, Nissan’s fate had been sealed in the fall of  1997, in the midst of a financial panic, when the president of Fuji  Bank indicated that he had no intention of flying to the rescue of  a securities firm, Yamaichi Securities, even though it was a member of the keiretsu that the Fuyo group had built around the bank.  Nissan also belonged to this group. Although it was certainly less  homogeneous than the Mitsubishi, Mitsui, or Sumitomo conglomerates, the companies that constituted the Fuyo keiretsu nevertheless shared a common history and reciprocal obligations. The  bankruptcy of Yamaichi Securities, one of the four largest Japanese brokerage houses, combined with the ensuing failure of the  Takugin Bank, revealed with unequivocal clarity how advanced  the erosion of the entire Japanese financial system was. The relative underdevelopment of Japan’s capital markets meant that its  companies were nearly completely dependent on bank financing.  Now, in exchange for a partial recapitalization using public funds,  a law passed in the aftermath of the 1997–1998 financial crisis,  Japanese banks were called upon to tidy up their balance sheets.  Historically, Nissan had been able to count on the support of two  great banks: Fuji, a commercial bank, and—to a greater extent—  IBJ (Industrial Bank of Japan), the biggest of the three long-term  credit banks that had played a key role in the reconstruction and  expansion of the Japanese economy. IBJ’s ties to Nissan were tight  and complex; over the years, the bank had furnished the company  not only with “the sinews of war” but also with a number of generals—bank executives who were assigned to important posts in  the Nissan hierarchy to guide the firm through difficult times.  Such assignments had been standard practice during Japan’s  period of economic growth, but now IBJ was in deep trouble.  However, unlike its two chief rivals, LTCB (Long Term Credit  Bank of Japan) and NCB (Nippon Credit Bank), IBJ would be  able to escape (barely) failure and nationalization; it would owe its  survival solely to the merger process that eventually established  the Mizuho Financial Group. Early in 1999, a good part of this  history remained to be written, but for the directors of Nissan,  the conclusion was already implicit: The company would have to  find another road to safety.
Could the Japanese government help? Nationalization is not  common in Japan, where the influence of the state upon economic life, though pervasive, runs through different channels,  principally its powerful bureaucracy. A failing bank had small  hope of being rescued by an infusion of taxpayers’ money; in the  case of an industrial firm, there was no hope at all.
Could Nissan receive a helping hand from one of its Japanese  rivals? The Japanese automotive industry, like its counterparts in  the other industrialized nations, had indeed experienced some  internal reshuffling. In the 1960s, Nissan itself had absorbed  Prince Motor. Toyota was asserting more and more control over  Daihatsu, the mini-car manufacturer, and had moreover purchased  the heavy-vehicle manufacturer Hino. Despite this history, however, the answer to the question was evident: a categorical “No.”  There were, in fact, only two possibilities, Toyota and Honda.  Could Nissan and Honda, ranked second and third among Japan’s  automobile manufacturers, join together? It would be like a rabbit marrying a trout, two entirely different animals. As for Toyota,  such a merger would be tantamount to asking Nissan’s 140,000  employees to give up. During the previous decades, Nissan’s  obsession with overtaking Toyota had turned to bitterness as its  goal receded farther and farther into the distance. Its obstinate  pursuit of Toyota had played a major role in leading Nissan astray,  as it became more concerned with imitating its chief rival than  with developing its own personality.
Necessity forced Nissan to look for a foreign partner.
A PERFECT FIT 
When the Daimler-Chrysler merger took place, Renault, small  and exclusively European, was financially and commercially  weakened. Analysts at the time estimated that an annual production of 4 million vehicles would mark the threshold of survival  for major automotive manufacturers. Renault’s production was  far below this figure. Admittedly, the firm’s capital remained in a  lockbox because of the significant (44.4%) residual participation   of the French government. But this was a Maginot Line, a defensive position that could be undermined at any moment. The  French government no longer considered itself called upon to act  as a shareholder in commercial enterprises. If Renault was to  remain in control of its destiny, it had to grow, and grow fast.
The studies carried out by Renault’s international team quickly  came to two conclusions: The road to the future passed through  Asia, and the ideal partner in Asia was Nissan. On a geographical  level, the fit was nearly perfect. Renault was very powerful in  Europe, where Nissan, despite an excellent manufacturing plant in  Sunderland, on the northeast coast of England, enjoyed only   a modest share of the European market, a share similar to that of  the other Japanese carmakers. On the other hand, Nissan was well  established in Japan and Asia, where Renault’s presence was minimal. Renault was making great strides in South America, while  Nissan had a presence in Mexico. Finally, Nissan was selling more  than 700,000 vehicles annually in the United States, from which  Renault had withdrawn ingloriously after the failure of its AMC  acquisition.
An examination of the capabilities and strengths of the two  companies reveals an equally high degree of synergy. Nissan’s  engineering was still world-class, particularly their engines and  transmissions, and as with most Japanese companies, Nissan was a  leader in production systems and quality control. Renault excelled  in areas where the Japanese manufacturer was weak: conceptual  innovation, original design, purchasing, marketing, brand identity,  and financial expertise.
COURTING NISSAN 
Of Nissan’s three potential suitors, Renault was the least powerful,  the least financially well off, and the least prestigious. Yoshikazu  Hanawa, Nissan’s president, flirted hard first with DaimlerChrysler  (initially approached to rescue the company’s truck affiliate, Nissan   Diesel), and then Ford. But Ford’s control of Mazda already gave it  a production base in Japan and Asia, and besides, the number-two  American automotive manufacturer was already in the process of  completing or digesting important acquisitions in Europe, most  notably Volvo Car. Jac Nasser, Ford’s CEO, while not totally rejecting Hanawa, displayed little enthusiasm for the union. For its part,  DaimlerChrysler had placed the bar very high: It demanded a  majority interest—greater than 50%—and complete control over  management. Stung by the Volvo affair, Louis Schweitzer and his  Renault team adopted a much “softer” approach in their negotiations with Nissan. Instead of asking for exclusive discussions,  Renault requested the establishment of an evaluative process that  would involve more than a hundred individuals from each company. For many long months, the “Nissans” and the “Renaults”  talked about their profession, their products, about platforms and  engines, about technical or geographical synergies, and in the  process got to know and appreciate one another. Money questions  would be resolved later. The longer this mutual examination went  on, the clearer it became to both sides that the “fit” between the  two carmakers was nearly ideal. In the course of top-secret summit talks between Schweitzer and Hanawa, an evident chemistry  developed between the former student at the École Nationale  d’Administration (France’s elite finishing school for managers) and  the graduate of the University of Tokyo. In November 1998, Louis  Schweitzer played his trump card. Carlos Ghosn, his second in  command, who had been lured away from Michelin two years  previously, went to Tokyo and made a blackboard presentation to  Nissan’s executive committee. The subject of the presentation was  the “20 Billion Plan,” which had enabled Renault to rebound  spectacularly after a difficult year in 1996. Ghosn’s demonstration  had a significant impact on the later course of the negotiations.  Hanawa now shared Schweitzer’s conviction that Carlos Ghosn  was the man the circumstances required. Nissan’s executives were  seduced, but not yet completely won over. They continued to    hope for an accord with DaimlerChrysler and did not suspend  their contacts with Ford.
Although negotiations had started late in the spring of 1998, the  outcome was decided in the course of several weeks, between the  middle of February and the end of March 1999. First came the sudden announcement that DaimlerChrysler was withdrawing from  the field. Bogged down in a merger with Chrysler that was proving much more difficult than had been foreseen, Jürgen Schrempp  was unable to persuade the American members of his board of  directors to take advantage of this unique opportunity. He was  committed to his formula of a “merger between equals” (though  later he would bluntly admit in court that this principle had been  nothing but a decoy) and refused to exert undue pressure.
Renault CEO Louis Schweitzer had an impressive dossier.  After heavy losses in 1996, Renault had returned to profitability  the following year. The company had no debt, a healthy hoard of  cash, and a solid product line. The company had rejuvenated its  managerial staff and was confident it had a staff who were ready,  willing, and able to make a success of the proposed Japanese  alliance. But Schweitzer had to convince his principal shareholder,  the French government. An historical opportunity, a chance to  assure the long-term future of the company, was at hand. It would  require a change in dimension, in geographical horizon, in technological scale, in financial weight. The deal was not without risk,  but it was a calculated risk, certainly less dangerous than sitting   still in an industry where everything was in motion. Nevertheless,  it would be an understatement to say that the past record of the  government of France, in its role as shareholder in government-owned enterprises, was distinguished either for clarity of vision or  for courage. In principle, government-owned companies in the  business sector enjoyed the same freedom of management as their  privately owned rivals. But in actual fact, the state-owned firms  were expected to conduct themselves in a socially or politically  “responsible” manner. Second, the handling of the state-owned   businesses was often irresponsible. And finally, there was the question of political interference.
But Louis Schweitzer knew his way around this world. He   was on familiar terms with many members of the current government, both ministers and advisers, starting with the prime  minister, Lionel Jospin. Many of them had received the same education, and entered working life the same way: through the École  Nationale d’Administration, which recruits and prepares its students for high public office. Schweitzer’s dossier was scrutinized  at the highest levels, properly, conscientiously, but with benevolence. And so the government, in its role as principal shareholder,  authorized Renault’s proposed strategic risk.
A SIGH OF RELIEF IN TOKYO 
The administration and the government in Tokyo, too, wished to  support the Renault-Nissan alliance. But this was no easy matter.  Although Japanese corporations had for many decades been  expanding internationally, this global outlook was coupled with  an entrenched, long-standing hostility to foreign businesses penetrating the Japanese domestic market. In the mercantilist logic of  Japan, exports, whether of products, factories, or capital, were a  good thing; imports were an admission of weakness. Direct foreign investments, the powerful driving force behind the globalization movement that began in the 1980s, remained, so to speak,  “persona non grata” in Japan. Friendly mergers were extremely  rare, and hostile takeovers were impossible.
But the tectonic plates had shifted in Japan, as everywhere else.  The colossal speculative bubble that had carried the stock  exchange and the real estate market to fabulous heights began to  collapse in the mid-1980s. Since then, unable to reform a growth  model whose validity had largely expired, Japan had been paying  the price for its former prosperity. By the beginning of the 1990s,  the ex-champion of economic growth was bringing up the rear of   industrialized nations. Japan didn’t implode like an ordinary developing country—its accumulated reserves were too enormous for  that—but its banking system suffered a mighty blow. Political  instability, financial scandals, and deep-rooted cultural attitudes  called into question a bureaucracy that had long been above suspicion, and the once watertight system was leaking like a sieve.
Unenthusiastically but systematically, Japan began a gradual  transformation of its regulatory structure, its accounting norms,  and its methods of business administration, adapting them to the  principles established as international standards in Europe and the  United States. The crisis shook the Japanese social contract to its  foundations: lifetime employment; promotions based on seniority; the reciprocal, almost osmotic relationships between firms  and oversight authorities; the time-honored, mutual cooperation  woven into the keiretsu networks. Under the blows of necessity,  the interlocking partnerships came apart. Conglomerates whose  histories and rivalries even predated the Meiji reforms (which  began in the late 1860s) merged their activities. And people began  to entertain the idea that survival might entail rapprochement  with a foreign business group.
There was, of course, a certain amount of hostile muttering,  especially from the political and bureaucratic old guard, but the  naming of Renault as Nissan’s new principal stockholder was  accepted with remarkable tolerance. After the initial surprise, the  chief reaction in the Japanese press, as in the great majority of the  international media, was skepticism. Few people were willing to  bet that the undertaking would succeed.
“LE COST KILLER” 
The Renault-Nissan Alliance now had a face. It belonged to a man  born to Lebanese parents in Brazil and educated in France, whose  professional itinerary covered Europe and the two American continents: Carlos Ghosn, known by the international press as “Le Cost   Killer.” For eighteen years, Carlos Ghosn had worked for Michelin,  the world’s leading tire manufacturer; laboring in relative obscurity,  he had climbed the corporate ladder at Michelin with record speed.  In 1996, the year he accepted Louis Schweitzer’s offer and joined  Renault, he was the chief of Michelin’s North American operations,  responsible for some 40% of the company’s worldwide sales.
At Renault’s headquarters in Billancourt, Ghosn had been   the principal architect of the 20 Billion Plan, the radical program   of cost-cutting designed to revive Renault in 1996. Ghosn’s plan  required the closing of only one plant, the Renault factory in Vilvoorde, Belgium, although even that generated a great outcry.  Despite heavy political pressure, Renault’s management stood firm.  The 20 Billion Plan was vigorously executed, and by 1997 Renault  was profitable again. And so Carlos Ghosn earned his first nickname.
Renault had paid $5 billion to acquire 36.8% of Nissan’s capital stock. The alliance agreement stipulated that three executives  from Renault would form part of a ten-member board of directors. Carlos Ghosn would be the executive in charge of the Japanese company, with the title of Chief Operating Officer.
Nissan’s employees were apprehensive. But Renault did not  send an occupying army to Nissan’s headquarters at Ginza.  Rather, they sent at most a small commando squad; the first list  of expatriate executives included only seventeen names. Louis  Schweitzer’s instructions to them were simple: Renault is neither  very big nor very rich, so act quickly. Before leaving Paris, Carlos  Ghosn had given his troops their orders. It was not a question of  changing Japan, he said, but of helping Nissan get back on its feet.
SUCCESS STORY 
And in fact, everything did go very fast. On October 18, 1999, the  eve of the opening of the Tokyo Motor Show, Ghosn presented   the Nissan Revival Plan, or NRP. The part of the plan that made  the biggest headlines was the elimination of 21,000 jobs from   Nissan’s worldwide operation (most of the layoffs were in Japan)  and the closing of five factories. Traditional taboos fell by the  wayside, as did illusions. “Nissan’s in bad shape,” Ghosn said that  day. More unusual than this admission was the announcement  that (1) Nissan would return to financial stability within a year of  the implementation of the NRP; (2) within three years, its debt  would be reduced by 50%; (3) also within three years, its operating margin would rise to 4.5% of sales. If these commitments  were not fulfilled by the stipulated dates and at the stipulated levels, the members of the executive committee, including Ghosn  himself, would hand in their resignations. The rest, as they say, is  history—the history narrated in this book.
As it turned out, Carlos Ghosn and his team kept their   commitments and retained their positions in Nissan’s leadership;  furthermore, under their direction, the revival of the Japanese   carmaker became the most extraordinary success story of the  automotive world in the new century. In a country where economic stagnation persists, in a domestic and international environment marked by a recession in the United States, the collapse  of stock markets, and a general decline from the high stock values  that dominated the 1990s, Nissan is thriving. The goals of the  NRP were all reached before March 31, 2002. The succeeding  plan, Nissan 180, was designed for growth: Within three years—  that is, by the end of September of 2005—Nissan planned to  increase its global sales by one million vehicles; in addition, by the  spring of 2005 it was committed to achieving an operating margin of at least 8%, and reducing its net automotive debt to zero. In  fiscal year 2003 (April 1, 2003–March 31, 2004), Nissan became  the most profitable large automotive manufacturer in the world,  with an operating profit margin of 11.1%. The company began  hiring again. In a Japan suffering from deflation and falling  salaries, Nissan was giving its employees raises. In the United  States, Nissan invested more than a billion dollars to build a new  factory; in China, Nissan spent another billion to purchase a 50%   interest in a company that seems destined to become a leader in  the most promising automobile market on the planet. Nissan has  rediscovered its ability and its will to make cars that people like,  cars that turn heads in the street. The 350Z, a descendant of the  legendary Datsun 240Z, is considered the standard-bearer of this  rebirth. After years of uncertainty and neglect, a great enterprise  has found its way again.
The credit for this goes to Renault, which took a risk that other  companies, richer and more powerful, shied away from. The French  manufacturer has already won its bet. The Renault-Nissan Alliance  has allowed Renault to change dimension; once an essentially  European manufacturer, Renault has transformed itself into one of  the major players in the world automotive industry, with an indirect presence in the United States, expanding sales in Central  America, South America, and throughout the Asia-Pacific region,  and the imminent prospect of a large-scale operation in China. But  the adventure is still young. Meanwhile, the bonds of the Renault-Nissan Alliance have been strengthened. In March 2002, Renault  increased its share in Nissan’s capital to 44.4%, and a few months  later, thanks to a new divestment on the part of the French government, the Japanese manufacturer took a 15% share in Renault.
So far, however, the Alliance has delivered but a part of its  potential. In the years ahead, the exchange of expertise and technical know-how, the integration of supply networks, the sharing  of production capacities and global commercial infrastructures  should yield further advances in efficiency, productivity, and profitability.
GLOBALIZATION WITH A HUMAN FACE 
The foundation of this success lies in the relationships between the  employees from Renault and those from Nissan, the rapport that  exists among the men and women who carry on the daily work of  the two companies. It’s an intangible quality that only those with   inside experience can describe. Their tale includes the incomprehension, impatience, trade-offs, tense moments, even confrontations, as well as the exhilaration and laughter, the highs and lows  that have inevitably marked the rapprochement of two enterprises,  two histories, two cultures that at first sight are completely different. The success has not been the result of luck or chance. It has  come, first of all, because the leadership teams on both sides placed  all their cards on the table from the start and dedicated themselves  to the Alliance. In a speech given in Tokyo in spring 2001, Louis  Schweitzer recalled the principles outlined in the Alliance Charter  that he and Yoshikazu Hanawa signed in 1999: recognition of and  respect for differences, mutual trust, open-mindedness, receptiveness. “These principles,” he explained, “appear extraordinarily simple and natural, but if you look at a traditional management  handbook, you’ll see that some of them are missing. It’s imperative  for each side to preserve its own culture while at the same time  making an effort to understand the other’s culture and to adapt to  it. We’ve chosen a way based on mutual respect and the acknowledgment of two enterprises and two identities.”
The paradox is that the man who, more than anyone, has carried out this project is neither Japanese nor “classically” French.  Born in Brazil into a family of Lebanese origin, educated in some  of the best schools in France, Carlos Ghosn is the epitome of cultural diversity. Although many voices can be heard denouncing  globalization these days, the shared adventure of Renault and  Nissan offers a living demonstration of what globalization can  accomplish when it is managed with consideration for people  and respect for their individuality. Today, when company executives are regularly exposed to public contempt or thrust into the  media limelight (usually, but not always, against their will), the  story of Shift confirms the truism that man’s real riches lie in the  human heart. It shows that business enterprise is a crucible where  people can join their talents, their efforts, and their passions in an  attempt to better their common destiny.

CHAPTER 1
DEPARTURE
My grandfather, Bichara Ghosn, emigrated from Lebanon  to Brazil when he was thirteen years old. He traveled  alone. In those days, people left when they were still comparatively young. Going to school didn’t seem so important.
At the time, the country was still part of the Ottoman Empire,  which extended from Turkey to the Arabian Peninsula and the  banks of the Nile. But it was an empire that was breathing its last.  Distant and corrupt, Constantinople had trouble maintaining  order in its far-flung provinces. There were several waves of emigration from Lebanon at the beginning of the twentieth century.  The two primary reasons were conflicts based on religious differences—Druzes (a sect of Shi’a Islam) against Maronites, Sunnis  against Shi’a—and endemic poverty. My grandfather came from  Kesrouan, the part of Mount Lebanon that was 100% Maronite.  The Maronites place a very high value on loyalty, especially loyalty to the Church, and respect for traditions. The Maronite mass  has always been said in Syriac, for example. Although it’s a language no one speaks anymore, it was the language Christ spoke.  Maronite traditions and loyalty have been passed down from generation to generation. The Maronites who emigrated have maintained their loyalty to Lebanon and to their family members who  stayed in the old country. They send money. They pay to construct  a house in their ancestral village and visit it from time to time.  The Lebanese Maronites are also loyal to France, which is the   result of a long, nearly thousand-year-old history that goes back  to the Crusades.
When you live in a world of constant menace, your close family circle is the one place where you’re protected, where you can  affirm your identity, which is always under threat from the Muslims, from invasions, and from the divisions between rival factions  in Lebanon itself.
In the villages, the means of subsistence were limited, families  were large, and land was scarce. The young had no prospects. Like  so many others, my grandfather realized that he couldn’t provide  for himself if he stayed in Lebanon. One family member probably told him about a cousin or friend in Brazil, while another one  spoke of someone he knew who’d gone to the United States and  made his fortune.
“Making your fortune,” of course, didn’t mean becoming a  millionaire; it meant finding a steady job, making enough income  to begin and provide for a family, and assure the children a good  education.
One fine day at the beginning of the twentieth century,  my grandfather left his village, walked down the mountain, on   his way to a ship in port at Beirut. After a crossing that took   three months, he arrived in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil; he was nearly  illiterate, he didn’t have a cent, and he spoke only one language,  Arabic.
Rio de Janeiro was the city where the people who’d made  their money in the provinces went to take up residence and enjoy  life. But the Brazilian El Dorado, at that time, was in the Amazon,  in central and northwestern Brazil.
So Bichara shouldered his bag and set out for the new frontier,  the territory of Guapore, near the border between Brazil and  Bolivia. It later became the state of Rondonia, whose capital city,  Porto Velho, lies on the Madeira River, one of the great tributaries of the Amazon River. It was there that he decided to set down  his bag.
He went up and down the region, doing odd jobs. Little by little, he found his own way, started working for himself, and  became an entrepreneur. At first, he bought and sold agricultural  products; later, he went into the rubber trade. Hevea brasiliensis, the  Brazilian rubber tree, was plentiful in those parts. Later still, he  helped develop some of the Brazilian airlines that were establishing a countrywide network, acting as a local agent. He helped  them to get to know the region and provided them with various  services.
After many decades of hard work, in a country where he didn’t  know the language and started with nothing, he became the head  of several companies. One of them traded in agricultural products, one of them was in the rubber business, and a third operated  in air transport.
Although he is a very important person to me, I never knew  my grandfather. I speak about him from hearsay, because he died  relatively young at the age of fifty-three, long before I was born.  He needed a gallbladder operation, and in those days, surgical  resources in the Brazilian interior were primitive. He died on the  operating table. But everyone who talked to me about him—my  father, my uncles, and many other people who knew him—  described him as a powerful personality. He was a genuine pioneer with a taste for taking risks. He had to make his way on his  own when he was still very young, without money or knowledge  or education. I admire him as someone who started with nothing, built himself a completely respectable life, educated his children properly, and left a decent inheritance, although quite small  by today’s standards.
But his inheritance bequeathed to his eight children, four boys  and four girls, and his grandson was far more than his modest  estate—they also inherited his example and his values.
He wasn’t an ordinary man. He did some things that surprise  me to this day. His contemporaries greatly respected him, and not  only for his accomplishments. They admired him because he was   a man of great integrity, a quality that was pretty rare in those days  in the world of the pioneers. He was a man with principles and a  family man; that’s the way I think of him. His children were very  attached to him. My father spoke of his father with a great deal of  affection, as did my uncles and my aunts. He was someone who  left a mark on their lives.
When my grandfather died, the family business was divided  among his children. Many of them were already working for one  or another of the companies. My father, Jorge, took over the businesses related to air travel.
Like most families in the Lebanese diaspora, our family maintained close ties to Lebanon. My grandfather’s brothers and sisters  and cousins stayed in Lebanon, as did his mother. Roughly every  three years, our family returned to Lebanon.
Like many émigrés, my father went back to the old country   to get married. When it’s time for serious things in life, many  émigrés try to reaffirm the old values and traditions—especially  when it comes to marriage, where family and religious values  play such a large part. On one of his trips back to Lebanon, my  father had obtained an introduction to a very reputable family,  and that’s how he met my mother. They got married in Lebanon,  and she returned to Brazil with him to work and start a family  themselves.
My mother, Rose, who has been called Zetta all her life, also  came from a large family. They lived in the Lebanese mountains  in the northern part of the country. Her father had immigrated to  Nigeria, where she was born. But the schools in Nigeria were less  than ideal, and so at a very young age she was sent to school in  Lebanon. It was a common story. Her father stayed in Africa to  work. He sent money to his family and returned to Lebanon  from time to time, every two years, to spend the summer with   them, before going back to Nigeria. That still happens frequently  today, not only in Lebanon but also in many other countries of  emigration.
Zetta attended school with the Sisters of Besançon, one of the  teaching orders that were the guardians of Catholic faith and  French culture in Lebanon. For the Maronites of the Lebanon  Mountains, France was something like a second home. My mother  received a French education; she loves French culture and French  music. For her, there’s France, and then there’s the rest of the world.  Naturally, if you have a mother who’s devoted to France, that’s  going to rub off on you. French culture runs deep in our family.
My mother and father took up residence in Porto Velho. It was  there that my sister Claudine and I were born.
While the natural world around us was exotic, the climate was  difficult. Mosquitoes, heat, humidity. Swimming in the river was  out of the question. The water wasn’t potable unless you boiled it  before you drank it.
One day, the young girl who helped my mother around the  house gave me some water that hadn’t been boiled. I must have  been around two. I got very sick, and I had a series of stomach  disorders. The doctor told my mother, “If you want your child to  have a normal life, you have to take him to a more temperate  region, where daily conditions are easier and the water is healthier.” My mother first took me to Rio, hoping I’d get better there.  In fact, I did get a little better, but I was far from being completely  cured. My father and mother decided that the only solution was  for me to leave Brazil and live in Lebanon with my grandmother.
And so my family settled into a pattern typical of the Lebanese  diaspora: My mother, sister, and I returned to Lebanon, while my  father shuttled between Brazil and Lebanon. We lived the way a  great many families do when the father goes to work in a difficult country. He earned enough money to place his family in  another country, one where education is of a higher caliber and  conditions are easier.
The Maronite community is one where feminine values are  very strong, which obviously presents a contrast with the surrounding Arab world. The mother plays a very important role in  the family and exercises a great deal of influence. There are many  reasons why this is the case. It’s often because the mother remains  in Lebanon while the father works abroad. She becomes the  authority figure. Father and mother relate to each other as equals.  And considering many fathers’ long absences, you can even say  that the mother becomes the head of the family.
When we arrived in Beirut, I was six years old. I would remain  in Lebanon until I was seventeen, finishing high school at a prestigious Jesuit institution, the Collège Notre-Dame.
Because my mother and father were Maronites, that is, Eastern  Catholics, both of them were devout; my mother is still very observant. We lived in a traditional religious environment, but we were  not fundamentalists. We’re very much open to Islam and the other  religions. In Lebanon, religion takes the place of cultural affiliation.  There are the Druzes, the Sunnis, the Shi’a, the Maronites, the  Greek Orthodox, the Armenian Catholics. Your religion is a major  part of your identity. I’ve always had a religious consciousness. I’ve  never felt it as a constraint but rather as a way of life.
In 1960, when we arrived in Beirut, it was a prosperous, vivacious, sunlit, charming city, beloved by tourists, as well as the  financial center of the diaspora and of the other countries in the  region. Lebanon was considered “the Switzerland of the Middle  East.”The problems caused by the strong Palestinian presence and  the interference of Lebanon’s neighbors, Israel and Syria, didn’t  begin until 1973. And the full-blown civil war—which divided  Beirut in two and left barely a stone unturned in the city center—began two years after that, in 1975. I had graduated from  high school four years earlier, in 1971.
My childhood was the beginning of a very stable period in my  life. I went to the same school from the first grade to the last. The  Jesuits played a large role in my formation. In their educational   philosophy, discipline is very important, and competition equally  so. There’s a constant challenge, a grading system that encourages  students to outdo one another. After all, the Jesuit order was the  first multinational company in the world. And at the same time,  the Jesuits are well known for promoting intellectual freedom.
In one class we had a professor of French literature, Father  Lagrovole, a short, stout Frenchman, already aging but still very  strict. He was not really a nice man—in fact, a bit haughty—but  he had such a passion for French literature that we respected him  very much. He would chant poetry, trying to make us hear the  music. He was extraordinarily fascinating because he was so  excited by what he was talking about.
He said to us, “If you find things complicated, it means you  haven’t understood them. Simplicity is the basis of everything.”  He seemed extraordinarily wise, as the priests often did. Their  families were far away, they’d left their friends behind, and they  lived to perform a single mission: to teach Lebanese children, or  other children on the other side of the world, the French language. There was something about them that fascinated me—  their devotion, their sincerity, their simplicity, their culture. I  learned a lot from the Jesuits, and by the time I graduated I had a  firm sense of discipline and organization, along with a taste for  competition and for a job well done.
In retrospect, I was an exceptional student, but an undisciplined one. The latter trait was the despair of my mother. My  mother believed a sense of duty was essential, along with levelheadedness, practicality, and discipline. As far as she was concerned, authorities were always right. When I was with the  Jesuits, she was happy because I got very good grades. But at the  same time, she was distraught at my rebelliousness. If I hadn’t  been a good student, I would have been in serious trouble.
While the Jesuits showed little pity to rowdy or mediocre students, they were much more tolerant of good students, even the  rebellious ones.
So they put up with me. I did well in math and physics, but my  real passions were history, geography, and languages.
One result of my family’s history was that it exposed me to  many languages. The first language I learned was Portuguese. By  the time I arrived in Lebanon, I spoke Portuguese, a little French,  and very little Arabic. At the Collège Notre-Dame, we studied  French and Arabic. Learning languages quickly became one of  my passions. The study of language is the best way of understanding the connections between peoples and cultures. Today, English  is my primary means of communication, although the language  most familiar to me is still French.
I graduated from high school at the age of seventeen, having  passed both my French baccalauréat, a necessity for gaining entrance  into the French universities, and its Lebanese equivalent. When it  was time to think about a college education, I was naturally drawn  to France. While the United States was a possibility, I wasn’t  familiar with the school system, and American universities were  very expensive.
I had no idea what it was I wanted to do with my life—I had  no role models around me that I could follow. But we did have  one cousin who had gone on to study business at the Hautes  Études Commerciales and worked in a bank in Paris. During my  last year in high school, I sent him my résumé and transcripts and  asked him to enroll me in a preparatory school so I could enter  the HEC, too.
And so I moved to Paris.
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