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We come together to honor a woman we admired and loved – a woman devoted to family, friends, and community, and a living model of the Buddhist precept of “Dana” or “selfless giving” – Shimeji Ryusaki Kanazawa.  Born December 29, 1915 in Waimea, Hawaii, Shim was the eldest of 11 children of Torazo and Saki (Harada) Ryusaki, originally of Shizuoka-ken.  Her mother was a picture bride who worked long hours making tofu and manju, growing vegetables, and raising chickens and pigs to feed an ever growing family while Shim’s father was a skilled auto mechanic, wild-horse rider at the Parker Ranch, and cook for the paniolas.  They were hard-working frugal people who, Shim said, treated all of their children with great care as though each was an only child.  


Shim attended Waimea Elementary School where there were fewer than 20 students in her class and a single teacher.  Wanting the best for their first-born, Shim’s parents sent her to Hilo for intermediate and high school.  There she lived with Bishop Nago and his wife and their daughter Tadako, who became like a sister to Shim.  At school in Hilo, Shim encountered numerous teachers, different classrooms, and more than 250 classmates.  She felt overwhelmed and began stuttering.  She claimed it was the strong support and encouragement of Vice-Principal Sarah Putnam that reinstated her confidence.  She not only stopped stuttering but became student body secretary and, later, student body president before graduating from Hilo High School in 1934.

Her ambition was to become a secretary or teacher and, within three months of graduation, Shim was hired as secretary of Kohala High and Elementary School.  She gained the respect of Principal James O’Neal to the point that he called upon her to take his place when he was away.  As he wrote in her final evaluation report, “Miss Ryusaki is performing the duty of a vice-principal on a secretary’s wage.  I recommend that she pursue a teaching certificate.”  That appraisal, augmented by a letter of recommendation from Mr. Alfred W. Carter, manager of the Parker Ranch, led to Shim becoming secretary to Mr. Eldon Morrell in the Department of Public Instruction’s Vocational Division on Oahu in August 1941.


Shim’s life – like that of so many other people – changed drastically in the wake of the events of December 7, 1941.  Her supervisor, Mr. Morrell, was approached by his friend, Gustaf Olson, Administrator of Queen’s Hospital and Swedish Vice Consul in Hawaii, to help him find a sensitive “Girl with a Red Cross Heart” fluent in Japanese and English who would assist him with his new wartime responsibilities.  Because Sweden was a neutral power during World War II, the Swedish Vice-Consulate in Hawaii was given responsibility for the oversight of “Japanese interests” and custodianship of the Japanese Consulate.  With Mr. Morrell’s strong recommendation of Shimeji Ryusaki, Gustaf Olson hired her sight unseen.  

For the next four years, Shim became the “connective tissue” between the Swedish Vice-Consulate and the U.S. military and between those parties and the local community of Japanese ancestry.   She and Mr. Olson inspected the ships coming into Honolulu harbor transporting Japanese prisoners of war to the U.S. mainland to ensure that Geneva Convention requirements, including provisions for food and water, sanitation, medical supplies, and recreation, were being met.  They also made routine supervisory visits to the detention camps at Honouliuli and Sand Island.  
Shim met for hours each day with distressed parents fearing for their children’s future, with mothers needing to find work because their husbands were interned and their sons in uniform overseas, and with families requiring assistance with childcare, wedding and funeral ceremonies, and other personal affairs.  She had never imagined – much less experienced – such anguish and heartache.  The “ganbare” spirit instilled in her by her parents stood her in good stead – she proceeded in all matters with determination, perseverance, and optimism. 

Toward the end of the war, Shim accompanied a group of families to the Crystal City, Texas internment camp where they were reunited with husbands and fathers.  Cherry Matano, longtime staff member to the late Senator Spark Matsunaga, was among the children who traveled with Shim; she was certain that Shim wore a white dress while ministering to everyone in a comforting manner that earned her the title “The Florence Nightingale of Hawaii.”  Although Shim insisted that she never wore white, those receiving her aid saw her nonetheless as an “angel” in shining white attire.
The American Red Cross and Swedish government provided Shim with a certificate for “Meritorious Performance during World War II” and a trip through 37 states with all expenses paid.  In her travels across the country she stayed at various military bases and at the Rumanian Embassy in Washington, DC.  She recalled that in the “cold Dakotas” one gentleman, impressed with her self-assured bearing, asked her if she was the sister of Madame Chiang Kai-shek.

Once home, Shim began working at the Veterans Administration where she met Kanemi Kanazawa, a distinguished 100th Battalion veteran and contact officer for the VA (before he returned to the mainland for dental school).  His twin brother, Kinji, a successful realtor, often stopped by the VA offices, and it soon became clear that Kinji was not just visiting his brother but also the lovely Ms. Ryusaki.  Shim and Kinji married in 1945, a day before her 30th birthday, and began a joyous and meaningful life together.
They soon left Hawaii for Massachusetts.  While Kinji attended Boston College Law School, Shim went to the Chamberlain School of Retailing.  She had apprenticeships at Filene’s and Jordan Marsh in Boston, which prepared her for work at Liberty House, McInerney’s and Sears upon returning to Honolulu.  She later took a job with the DOE’s Cooperative Retail Training program where she prepared students from several high schools for on-the-job training assignments at local retail outlets.

Then arrived Sidney Kinji and Joni Sakiko, the beloved children of Shim and Kinji.  Once they were in pre-school, Shim embarked on a life of extraordinary volunteer leadership, serving on boards and commissions at the request of every governor of Hawaii since statehood.  Her work with Judge Betty Vitousek at the Commission on Children and Youth led to the establishment of Hawaii’s Family Court System.  Her appointment to the Commission on Aging launched a lifelong commitment to Na Kapuna.  
In 1989, she founded Project Dana, the volunteer interfaith caregiving program that has aided thousands of frail elderly and disabled persons to live independently and with dignity; it has also earned local and national recognition and awards as a “best practice” program.  Shim’s other community affiliations included Aloha United Way, Moiliili Community Center, and chairmanship of Kuakini Medical Center.  She also provided assistance to Governor George Ariyoshi when he hosted guests from Japan.  When Emperor Hirohito and Empress Nagako visited Hawaii in 1975, the Governor asked Shim to select a proper present for the royal couple; she chose a handsome piece of black coral from Hawaii Island.  She was delighted to meet their son, Emperor Akihito, and Empress Michiko on their visit to Hawaii in 2009.  

Shim’s personality and values informed her behavior. She was elegant, gracious, well-met, and always gave people the benefit of the doubt.  She was invariably prompt and incredibly well organized.  Shim remembered people’s birthdays, anniversaries, graduations, and other special life events without fail.  For example, she would always visit Senator Daniel K. Inouye’s mother in Moiliili after his successful campaigns and compliment her on her son’s contributions.

She and Kinji were magnificent hosts not only to family and friends in Hawaii but to numerous visitors from the US mainland and Asia.  They were incredibly well matched – each a person of distinction, with unshakeable values of integrity, tolerance, compassion, and astounding kindness.  They put people at ease and they had sweet senses of humor. 

Shim was a devout Buddhist.  Part of the rationale for starting Project Dana was to respond to the challenge given by Monshu Koshin Ohtani in his Kyosho of April 1, 1980 -- “that we break out from the shell of isolation, egocentricity and selfishness and become actively concerned with society and its well-being.”  
Like her good friend, Governor Ariyoshi, Shim expressed “Okage sama de” to all who helped her – especially Rose Nakamura, the administrator of Project Dana since its inception, who has volunteered her time and talents without financial compensation for a quarter century.  While many of us referred to Shim as the “General,” she acknowledged that she could not have accomplished all that she did without her “battalion” of helpers. 
She routinely focused on the contributions of others while being presented over and over again with awards and citations for her good works, including an honorary doctorate from the University of Hawaii, the Honpa Hongwanji’s designation of “Living Treasure,” and lifetime membership on Hawaii’s Policy Board for Elderly Affairs.
She always paid tribute to her family – her devoted parents, supportive siblings, understanding husband, wonderful children Sidney and Joni and their spouses Millicent and Merv, and spectacular grandchildren Kurt, a budding opera singer at the Julliard School, and Madeleine, a student leader at Skidmore College in upstate New York.  In addition to her children and grandchildren, Shim is survived by her sisters Hideko and Elsie and her brothers Bill and Inko.  She is also survived by several generations of nieces and nephews and by countless friends, mentees, and fellow volunteers who will always hold her in our hearts.  Her influence has made each of us a better person and has ennobled our community.  May we embrace her example.  
Aloha ‘oe, dear Shim.  Aloha ‘oe.
