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I picked up the four guests in the lobby of the Pensacola Beach Hilton. I had met two earlier in the day, Joon Hyung Cho of South Korea and Rosa Ferreira of East Timor. Joining them were Justin Stevens from Australia and James Kon from Brunei. They were part of a large group of Pacific Rim journalists taking part in a program named after famed CBS newsman Edward R. Murrow.

The group started in Washington, visited Minneapolis and ended in New York. Wedged in were several days in Pensacola, thanks to Jena Melancon, the executive director of the Gulf Coast Citizens Diplomacy Council, which brings foreign visitors to our area frequently.

The Diplomacy Council is an initiative the PNJ plays a role in: several months ago PNJ editors met with a group of African diplomats, and this summer we talked with Indian journalists about the oil spill.

Now we were involved with the Murrow group, and it was time for a dinner at an American home.

So we headed toward Pensacola, where my wife had prepared a Gulf Coast dinner of gumbo and bread pudding. Later, we would learn that Brunei's Kon had been served Chinese food when he visited a home in St. Paul which, we got the sense from James, would be like hot dogs being served to Americans in Brunei.

We traveled through Gulf Breeze and I was asked who played at the stadium.

"The high school football team,'' I said.

"American football?''

Yes, I said, but also noted that Gulf Breeze had a good women's soccer team and the conversation for the next 10 minutes centered on soccer. Was it true that soccer was the No. 1 sport among American kids? Wasn't Thierry Henry now playing in the U.S.? (I actual knew the answer to the Henry question, thus scoring major points with our visitors).

Interstate 110 being, well, Interstate 110, I drove the group along Scenic Highway which, I came to realize later, was probably like serving Chinese food to someone from Brunei. All of my guests are from nations partially or completely surrounded by the Pacific.

"This looks to me,'' said Rosa, as she viewed Escambia Bay, "like where the U.S. Embassy is in East Timor.''

East Timor is one of the newest nations in the world, gaining independence from Indonesia in 2002 and Portugal before that. In our conversation we found the struggle was not an easy one, it still isn't, but "I wanted to do something to help my people after independence,'' she said.”So I became a journalist. I can tell their stories.''

If soccer is the universal currency of the world, telling stories is the universal currency of journalists.

Dinner went well; when my wife was asked what was in the gumbo she mentioned "the roue,'' which had our Australian guest exclaiming: "KANGAROO?''

He was kidding.

We think.

We learned much about East Timor, about journalism in Australia and Brunei and about what South Koreans think about unification with the North ("It's up to China and the U.S.")

We asked them what was the biggest surprise about the U.S.

They had expected it to be violent, perhaps too dangerous to even go out the door.
Depressing to hear, but expected.

After a too-short evening, we posed for photos and said our good-byes. It had been a night of talking politics and culture and family. Their stories. Our story.

"Come visit us in East Timor,'' Rosa said.

You never know.
