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hat was it that Forrest Gump’s mama liked to say? Life is like

a box of chocolates: you never know what you’re going to get

inside. For me, an inveterate traveler and foreign correspon-
dent, life is like room service—you never know what you’re going to find
outside your door.

Take for instance the evening of December 31, 1994, when I began
my assignment as the foreign affairs columnist for The New York Times.
started the column by writing from Tokyo, and when I arrived at the
Okura Hotel after a long transpacific flight, I called room service with
one simple request: “Could you please send me up four oranges.” I am
addicted to citrus and I needed a fix. It seemed to me a simple enough
order when I telephoned it in, and the person on the other end seemed to
understand. About twenty minutes later there was a knock at my door. A
room service waiter was standing there in his perfectly creased uniform.
In front of him was a cart covered by a starched white tablecloth. On the
tablecloth were four tall glasses of fresh-squeezed orange juice, each
glass set regally in a small silver bowl of ice.

“No, no,” I said to the waiter, “I want oranges, oranges—not orange
juice” I then pretended to bite into something like an orange.

“Ahhhh,” the waiter said, nodding his head. “O-ranges, o-ranges.”

[ retreated into my room and went back to work. Twenty minutes
later there was another knock at my door. Same waiter. Same linen-
Covered room service trolley. But this time, on it were four plates and on
each plate was an orange that had been peeled and diced into perfect little




The New System

PULITZER PRIZE-WINNING AUTHOR ©
FROM BEIRUT TO JERUSALEM AND

hat was it that Forrest Gump’s mama liked to say? Life is like

abox of chocolates: you never know what you’re going to get

inside. For me, an inveterate traveler and foreign correspon-
dent, life is like room service—you never know what you’re going to find
outside your door.

Take for instance the evening of December 31, 1994, when I began
my assignment as the foreign affairs columnist for The New York Times.
started the column by writing from Tokyo, and when I arrived at the
Okura Hotel after a long transpacific flight, I called room service with
one simple request: “Could you please send me up four oranges.” I am
addicted to citrus and I needed a fix. It seemed to me a simple enough
order when I telephoned it in, and the person on the other end seemed to
understand. About twenty minutes later there was a knock at my door. A
room service waiter was standing there in his perfectly creased uniform.
In front of him was a cart covered by a starched white tablecloth. On the
tablecloth were four tall glasses of fresh-squeezed orange juice, each
glass set regally in a small silver bowl of ice.

“No, no,” I said to the waiter, “I want oranges, oranges—not orange
juice.” I then pretended to bite into something like an orange.

“Ahhhh,” the waiter said, nodding his head. “O-ranges, o-ranges.”

I retreated into my room and went back to work. Twenty minutes
later there was another knock at my door. Same waiter. Same linen-
Covered room service trolley. But this time, on it were four plates and on
each plate was an orange that had been peeled and diced into perfect little

ATED AND EXPANDED ED




THE LEXUS AND THE OLIVE TREE

Al

4
sections that were fanned out on a plate like sushi, as only the Japanese
can do. ;
“No, no,” I said, shaking my head again. “I want the whole orange.” 1
made a ball shape with my hands. “I want to keep them in my room and §
eat them for snacks. I can’t eat four oranges all cut up like that. I can’t
store them in my mini-bar. I want the whole orange.” 1

Again, I did my best exaggerated-émitation of someone eating an
orange. ]

“Ahhhh,” the waiter said, nodding his head. “O-range, o-range. You ]
want whole o-range.” 5

Another twenty minutes went by. Again there was a knock on my ;f

door. Same waiter. Same trolley, only this time he had four bright
oranges, each one on its own dinner plate, with a fork, knife and linen
napkin next to it. That was progress. 9

“That’s right,” I said, signing the bill. “That’s just what I wanted.”

As he left the room, I looked down at the room service bill. The four fi
oranges were $22. How am I going to explain that to my publisher?

But my citrus adventures were not over. Two weeks later I was in |
Hanoi, having dinner by myself in the dining room of the Metropole
Hotel. It was the tangerine season in Vietnam, and vendors were selling
pyramids of the most delicious, bright orange tangerines on every street ’
corner. Each morning I had a few tangerines for breakfast. When the ;

waiter came to get my dessert order I told him all I wanted was a tan- §
gerine. |

He went away and came back a few minutes later.

“Sorry,” he said, “no tangerines.” 1

“But how can that be?” I asked in exasperation. “You have a table full |
of them at breakfast every morning! Surely there must be a tangerine '
somewhere back in the kitchen?” ]

“Sorry.” He shook his head. “Maybe you like watermelon?”

“0.K.,” I said, “bring me some watermelon.”

Five minutes later the waiter returned with a plate bearing three}
peeled tangerines on it. 1

“I found the tangerines,” he said. “No watermelon.” ‘

Had I known then what I know now I would have taken it all as a har-
binger. For I too would find a lot of things on my plate and outside my §
door that I wasn’t planning to find as I traveled the globe for the Times. '
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Being the foreign affairs columnist for The New York Times is actu-
ally the best job in the world. I mean, someone has to have the best job
right? Well, I’ve got it. The reason it is such a great job is that I get to be ;
tourist with an attitude. I get to go anywhere, anytime, and have attitudes
about what I see and hear. But the question for me as I embarked on this
odyssey v‘vas: Which attitudes? What would¥® the lens, the perspective
the organizing system—the superstory—through which I would look a;
the world, make sense of events, prioritize them, opine upon them and
help readers understand them? v

In sor.ne ways my predecessors had it a little easier. They each had a
very obYl.ous superstory and international system in place when they
were writing. I am the fifth foreign affairs columnist in the history of the
Times. “Foreign Affairs” is actually the paper’s oldest column. It was
begun in 1937 by a remarkable woman, Anne O’Hare McCormick, and
was originally called “In Europe,” because in those days, “in Eur’ope”
was foreign affairs for most Americans, and it seemed perfectly natural
that the paper’s one overseas columnist would be located on the Euro-
pean continent. Mrs. McCormick’s 1954 obituary in the Times said she
got her start in foreign reporting “as the wife of Mr. McCormick, a Day-
ton engineer whom she accompanied on frequent buying ;rips to
Europe.” (New York Times obits have become considerably more politi-
cally correct since then.) The international system which she covered
was the disintegration of balance-of-power Versailles Europe and the
beginnings of World War II.

As America emerged from World War I, standing astride the world
?.S the preeminent superpower, with global responsibilities and engaged
1n a global power struggle with the Soviet Union, the title of the column
changed in 1954 to “Foreign Affairs.” Suddenly the whole world was
America’s playing field and the whole world mattered, because every
c.omer was being contested with the Soviet Union. The Cold War interna-
tional system, with its competition for influence and supremacy between
the capitalist West and the communist East, between Washington
Mos‘cow and Beijing, became the superstory within which the next three’
foreign affairs columnists organized their opinions.

By the time I started the column at the beginning of 1995, though, the
Cold War was over. The Berlin Wall had crumbled and the Soviet Ur,lion
Was history. I had the good fortune to witness, in the Kremlin, one of the







