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“Our motto is ‘food + love, from scratch,’” says 
Jennifer. “Natural foods is our lifestyle, and we 
try to be as knowledgeable as possible about the 
nutritional benefits of the ingredients we use, 
considering the health function of each, as well 
as the taste. We love the taste of kale and beets 
plucked from the earth that day — which is why 
we use a farm close to our hearts and store.”
Christina says, “We enjoy telling customers how the 
homemade takuan they’re enjoying in their soba salad 
is from Otsuji Farm, only a few blocks away!”
Carolyn explains their success: “We embrace the 
food philosophies of balancing your life through 
mindful awareness of what you put into your body; 
of showing people that a meal doesn’t have to 
involve meat; and of using seasonal produce so that 
the vegetables’ flavors can speak for themselves.”

C arolyn Gali and sisters Jennifer and 
Christina Hee are the earth-conscious 

founders of Kale’s Deli, located inside Kale’s 
Natural Foods at Hawaii Kai Shopping Center. 
Most days you’ll find the enterprising, young 
trio sweating it out in the kitchen, creating farm-

to-table cuisine that 
adheres to vegetarian, 
vegan and macrobiotic 
techniques and 
philosophies. You’ll 
also find them traipsing 
around Otsuji Farm 
(pictured on the cover 
of this magazine), 
which supplies many of 
the ingredients on their 
menu.

Who are Hawaii’s most promising 
culinary talents? Here’s a sampling 
of the current crop of standouts. 
Each person is uniquely brilliant, 

believes in the farm-to-table 
approach to cuisine, and has a 
bit of  wisdom to share about 

the industry. These are 12 stars 
you need to watch!

 
  & Hungry
Young 

Jennifer Hee, CHristina Hee and Carolyn Gali

ryan loo

Ryan Loo is the 34-year-old executive chef 
of Twist at Hanohano at the Sheraton 

Waikiki. He started at The Hanohano Room at 
in 2007 as a sous chef and steadily worked his  
way to the top.
Loo was inspired by “people who are passionate 
about their career and relentless about making 
their dreams come true.” He now offers this 
advice to future chefs: “Cook only if you’re 
passionate, work harder than the next guy and 
believe in your dreams.”

We caught up with Loo in August at the 
Moana Surfrider during the Mangoes at the 
Moana event, “Tree to Table – a Mango Throw 
Down.” He seemed at ease chatting and posing 
for paparazzi with celebs such as Iron Chef 
Masaharu Morimoto. In spite of his success, Loo 
remains a down to Earth guy. When he’s not 
working, you’ll find him in Chinatown eating 
dim sum or fishing at the beach. And his idea 
of a perfect meal is this: “A simple dinner my 
girlfriend and I cook together using vegetables 
and herbs we planted in our garden.”

Before settling down at Twist, 
Ryan Loo worked at a string 
of high-profile hotel properties 
including Greenbrier Resort in 
West Virginia, The Royal Hawaiian 
and Kahala Hotel.

Born and raised on a farm in 
the Philippines, Carolyn Gali 
has studied cooking since she 
was a child.

In her university years, Christina 
Hee majored in hospitality, 
restaurant management and 
business. Her ultimate goal was 
to become a restaurant owner.

Harvard graduate Jennifer Hee 
picked up wholesome cooking 
techniques during her time in 
the Peace Corps.

By Jason Soeda
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Colin Hazama

Colin Hazama, chef de cuisine of Kauai Grill 
at St. Regis Princeville Resort, reveals the 

origin of his culinary passion: “My inspiration 
comes from cooking side by side with both of my 
grandmothers — my mom’s side is Chinese and 
my father’s side is Japanese. They always put a 
smile on my face.”
His interest and passion for food has carried 
over into adulthood and led him to work in 
chic, high-end restaurants like Alan Wong’s 

ikaika manaku

As a keiki growing up in Anahola, Kauai, 
   Ikaika Manaku, chef de cuisine of Tropica 

Restaurant & Bar at The Westin Maui Resort & 
Spa, looked up to his father who was an executive 
chef. “Seeing my dad dressed in his white coat 
and tall hat was inspiring,” said Ikaika, 31.
As an adult, he took inspiration from his 
colleagues, Cheryl Alapai at Princeville 
Resort and Ben Takahashi at Sheraton Kauai 
Resort. They guided his growth during his job 
experiences at both Starwood properties.

Restaurant, Roy’s Restaurant San Francisco and 
Hoku’s at the Kahala Hotel & Resort.
Hazama, 29, is a strong supporter of local 
produce. His favorite local ingredients include: 
Wailea Farms’ hearts of palm from the Big Island, 
fresh Kaffir limes, young ginger from Kauai and 
bigeye ahi (tuna) from Oahu.
Hazama’s advice to future chefs: “Cooking is 
about feeling, taste, consistency and creativity. 
The main thing is cooking from your heart and 
soul; that will always make you successful.”

In 2008, during Colin Hazama’s 
tenure as executive chef of 
RumFire, Hawaii Hospitality named 
him Top Young Chef.

Today, Manaku’s cuisine reflects his belief in a 
sustainable approach to agriculture and dining. 
He prizes grass-fed cattle and local produce. He 
says his menu always contains “seasonal flavors 
of Hawaii such as sweet mangoes with a nice 
texture, lychee and even mountain apples.”
“Tropica Restaurant & Bar supports 
sustainability efforts with 80 percent of its 
ingredients sourced locally,” says Manaku. “I 
look forward to creating a few favorites with 
seasonal flavors for both visitors and local 
residents to indulge.”

Ikaika Manaku, chef de cuisine of 
Tropica Restaurant & Bar at The 
Westin Maui Resort & Spa



www.hawaiihospitalityonline.com     7

ed kenney

Ed Kenney, owner of Town and Downtown 
@ the HiSAM, is a local chef known for his 

efforts to incorporate sustainable and organic 
local agriculture into his menu. He says his 
favorite local ingredients are “anything grown 
by Mao Organic Farms, not only because their 
produce is impeccable but also because of 
their social nonprofit mission to provide life 
skills, leadership training and cultural wisdom 
to the youth of the Waianae coast.” Kenney’s 

food philosophy is this:  “Local first, organic 
whenever possible, and with Aloha always.”
Kenney received his associate of science in 
culinary arts from Kapiolani Community College 
in 1999. He became a chef for one reason: 
“Because of my fondness for the role that food 
plays in society — bringing people together, 
connecting them to each other and to their food 
source.”
His advice to future chefs is simple: “Eat and 
taste as much food as you can.”  

Ed Kenney, executive chef and 
owner of Town and Downtown 
@ the HiSAM

leslie asHburn

“When people hear the words ‘health 
food,’ images of mounds of tofu and 

salad seem to pop into their minds, making 
them shudder,” says Leslie Ashburn, a personal 
chef, cooking teacher and owner of Macrobiotic 
Hawaii, an up-and-coming business that promotes 
vegan macrobiotic cooking and whole food living 
in Hawaii. “I would like people to see the infinite 
variety of food that is available to them. Nature 
provides abundant beauty and flavor for us to 
enjoy, yet we have lost sight of this with our 
obsession for convenience and lower prices.”

Ashburn received her culinary training in 
Osaka, Japan where she mastered “Samurai 
Macrobiotics,” a holistic approach to well being 
that focuses on food and lifestyle changes, 
macrobiotic principles and macrobiotic shiatsu 
bodywork.
If Ashburn wasn’t a professional chef, what 
would she be doing?
“Ideally, I’d be opening a farm-to-table cooking 
school and hoping to reach tens of thousands of 
people so we can improve some of the serious 
health-related issues here on the island.”

Leslie Ashburn, personal chef, 
cooking teacher and owner of 
Macrobiotic Hawaii
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isaaC banCaCo

I saac Bancaco is the chef de cuisine of 
Humuhumunukunukuapuaa at Grand Wailea. 

The 29-year-old was born and raised on Kahului, 
Maui and studied at Kamehameha Schools 
Kapalama Campus. His first claim to fame: 
Bancaco landed his first job at Blue Ginger in 
Wellesley, Mass., opened by celebrity chef Ming 
Tsai. He even competed along Tsai, as his sous 
chef, on the original Iron Chef America against 
Iron Chef Bobby Flay. Tsai, with Bancaco’s 
assistance, won the challenge, resulting in 

Hide yosHimoto

I f celebrity chefs are the new rock stars, Hide 
Yoshimoto, executive chef of Doraku Sushi 

at Royal Hawaiian Center, seems well on his 
way to becoming Hawaii’s top punk-rocking 
superstar. It’s more than the facial scruff, 
earring and badboy headband. The Osaka-born, 
Hawaii-raised chef has that indefinable star 
quality that captivates the hordes of diners who 
come to nosh on his Japanese fusion cuisine. 
Yoshimoto, 33, is inspired by celebrity chefs 
Nobuyuki Matsuhisa and Masaharu Morimoto. 

keaka lee

“Cooking isn’t just something I fell into 
doing,” says Keaka Lee, 25, a line cook at 

Alan Wong’s Restaurant. “It is an art that I have 
grown to love and appreciate.” Lee originally 
planned to pursue a career in medical science 
before enrolling in the Culinary Institute of the 
Pacific at Kapiolani Community College.
In November 2009, Lee won first place at the fifth 
annual Tom and Warren Matsuda Scholarship 
Culinary Competition. His prize was a $1,000 

the Iron Chef’s first loss in Kitchen Stadium 
America.
Bancaco says his destiny was certain from birth: 
“The prefix of my last name ‘banca’ is a fishing 
boat used in the Philippines and is my passion 
outside of cooking. In fact, our family saying is 
‘Catch it, clean it, cook it.’”
His advice to future chefs: “Climb the ladder 
as high as you wish but don’t forget the steps 
that helped you get there; you’ll need those very 
steps to get back down.”

“They pioneered a new style of Japanese 
cuisine and made it mainstream, which paved 
the way for future chefs to break the barriers 
in this style of cooking,” says Yoshimoto.
His advice to future chefs: “Put your heart 
and soul into what you do. Ask yourself 
before you serve it to the customer, ‘Would 
I pay for and eat this if I were a customer? 
Would I serve this to my father and mother?’ 
Emotion can be conveyed through many 
types of media such as art, film and writing 
— this is the same with food.

scholarship and the opportunity to assist event 
founder and celebrity chef Roy Yamaguchi at a 
mainland charitable event.
Like all of the chefs we’ve mentioned, Lee is 
committed to using fresh, local ingredients.
“In Hawaii we have many opportunities to 
get fresh food. That is one of the reasons I feel 
blessed to be living in Hawaii.”
His advice to students pursuing a career in 
culinary arts? “Don’t wait for an opportunity to 
present itself, go out there and get it,” he says.

brett Villarmia

B rett Villarmia, chef de cuisine of Bali Steak 
& Seafood at the Hilton Hawaiian Village 

Beach Resort & Spa, spends each Sunday in 
Chinatown, checking out local produce and 
sustainable seafood from local farms and 
vendors. It’s a good bet you’ll find him perusing 
the market stalls that offer his favorite local 
ingredients, calamansi, sea asparagus from the 
North Shore and Kona deep sea salt. 
This 39 year old has served celebrities such 
as Janet Jackson, Elton John, Beyonce, Justin 

Isaac Bancaco, chef de cuisine of 
Humuhumunukunukuapuaa at 
Grand Wailea

Hide Yoshimoto, executive chef of 
Doraku Sushi at Royal Hawaiian 
Center

Keaka Lee, a line cook at 
Alan Wong’s Restaurant, once 
considered a career in medical 
science.

Timberlake and Mariah Carey. 
“My source of inspiration comes from what 
local farmers are growing these days and 
whatever else that makes Hawaii unique,” says 
Villarmia, who learned the principles of Pacific 
Rim cooking while working with famed island 
chef Russell Siu of 3660 on the Rise.
Villarmia’s advice to future young chefs: “You 
have to be passionate about food and cooking, 
because those are the fundamentals that will 
pull you through the times that seem impossible 
to achieve.”

Brett Villarmia, chef de cuisine of 
Bali Steak & Seafood at the Hilton 
Hawaiian Village Beach Resort 
& Spa, says his favorite local 
ingredients include calamansi, sea 
asparagus from the North Shore 
and Kona deep sea salt.


