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U.S. SENATOR DANIEL K. AKAKA 
National Asian Pacific American Bar Association 
Fourth Annual Convention - September 26, 1992

Thank you so much, Siani, for that most gracious 
introduction.

I would like to express my gratitude to the National Asian 
Pacific American Bar Association for inviting me to speak this 
evening. To Bill Hou, Peggy Nagae Lum, Judge Thomas Tang, Pam 
Chen, Mary Kennedy, Francey Youngberg, Alan Webster, Susan Lee — 
my good friend from the Senate Governmental Affairs Committee, 
John Nakahata — and all of you members and supporters of NAP ABA 
— ALOHA!

As pleased and honored as I am to be here with you tonight, 
I must say that I was somewhat intimidated, at first. I plod 
along every day in a working environment where somewhere in the 
area of 60 percent of my colleagues are attorneys. That is a 
trial in itself!

However, this group certainly far eclipses even that ratio. 
Moreover, when I read your convention brochure, I quickly noted 
the opening line: Lawyers hold the keys to power!

Wow, I figured — tough crowd.
It made me wonder. What is it that I should share with you? 

What advice do I have to offer? What rousing battle cry could I 
shout to spur you onward toward Changing the Face of Power?

Well, I'll be truly candid with you. Dramatics are not my 
style. In my 68 years, I have not broken down castle gates. I 
have not toppled the columns of prejudice. I have not 
indignantly seized the scepter of authority from the jealous 
hands of those who thought OUR KIND OF PEOPLE could not capably 
hold them.

HOWEVER, I DID become the first Native Hawaiian member of 
the U.S. House in more than half-a-century. I AM only the second 
U.S. Senator of Chinese descent. And I AM the SOLE Native 
Hawaiian ever to serve in the United States Senate.

So, I am not here to grab the reins of the revolution and 
urge the storming of the ramparts. I am here, I suppose, more as 
your proud and caring uncle, sitting with you by the fireside, 
sharing some stories and, maybe, providing you with some useful 
advice. And for those of you who are saying to yourselves that 
GRANDFATHER would be more like it — just hold that thought.

With your indulgence, I would like for you to follow me 
through some reflections and experiences. Note where they might 
coincide with yours. Note also where they don't, because a 
significant part of my point is that we must all be open to 
consider and to prepare to accept a multitude of different paths.

This is how the glorious tale begins. I had a grand dream 
about what I wanted to do with my life from the time I was very 
young. And at the risk of being immodest, whenever I look back, 
I think: Gee, I was pretty doggone realistically mature for that 
age. You see, by the time I entered elementary school, I had my 
professional ideals already firmly set. When I grew up, I would 
get a government job at Pearl Harbor, and man, I would be on top 
of the world! To this day, I never believe the revisionist



memories of those who say: I knew from my earliest childhood 
years that this was what I was going to do. Of course, there are 
many who would say that sticking to my original plan would have 
been more contributory to society than doing what I am now.

I got my first experiences in elective office when I was 
chosen for the Student Council in the 7th grade and voted Student 
Body President in the 9th. It was not especially exhilarating. 
Basically, no one else wanted to do it. However, once I got 
beyond what I thought was the initial lesson to be derived from 
that — Learn how to say NO — I discovered some things far more 
valuable. I developed a fascinating awareness of group dynamics 
and a fulfilling sense of contribution and satisfaction. Never 
underestimate the potential of serendipity — or getting stuck 
with a job that no one else wants.

When I graduated from the University of Hawaii and entered 
practice teaching, I formulated the second career plan of my 
life. Someday, I would be Superintendent of the Hawaii 
Department of Education. I would devote two years each to 
gaining experience in every school environment there was: 
Elementary, intermediate, high school, rural, urban, military and 
private. At the same time, I would get my School Aministration 
Certificate and my Master's Degree. I would move on to Vice 
Principal and then, Principal.

And do you know what? It worked perfectly, and I walked 
directly into the SECOND significant political lesson of my life. 
In my first year as a principal, I was chosen to be a delegate to 
the National Convention of the Department of Elementary School 
Principals. Being sort of the new kid on the block, I was 
honored but overwhelmed. I was so concerned about adequately 
representing my State and the Aloha Spirit, I took with me what 
must been a truckload of flower leis, macadamia nuts and the 
like. I was determined not to be found lacking in spreading 
goodwill on Hawaii's behalf. Somewhere along the way, there was 
even a need for some impromptu entertainment to keep the 
atmosphere moving, and I agreed to help. I ended up singing Blue 
Hawaii before 6,000 delegates.

All the time — well, I'm certain you've guessed it by now - 
- exposure and recognition were building. Before the convention 
adjourned, I was approached to run for the National Board of 
Directors. Seven months later, I had won the first election of 
my professional life.

Now, there is no question that the exposure and recognition 
aspects of this anecdote are as fundamental as any in political 
pursuits. However, consider this lesson a two-parter, with the 
second as precious as any you will come across.

I do not have a single doubt that, in the minds of many of 
you out there, a particular reaction is really grating at your 
sensibilities. Flower leis, you say!? Macadamia nuts!? My 
goodness, singing Blue Hawaii!? Is this the stuff of Uncle Koma 
— the Hawaiian translation of Tom?

Never confuse being gracious with bootlicking. Never lose 
sight of the reality that what may be trivial to you may be of 
consequence to another. If you are sincere in your OWN intent 
AND intelligent and perceptive enough to see when there is



sincerity in the intent of OTHERS, you are never demeaned — only 
enhanced.

In any event, I went on to serve three years on the National 
Board. As my term ended, I was encouraged to enter the contest 
for National Vice President.

Before the election, however, I withdrew. The 
Superintendent of Education asked me to move from the schools to 
the State Office to implement his ideas about a new program for 
Compensatory Education. I agonized about leaving the kids, but 
entering the realm of Statewide policymaking offered the chance 
to do more for more youngsters.

Eventually, because I also served as education liaison to 
the Model Cities Program, working with the Mayor's and Governor's 
offices, I was asked by Governor Jack Burns to join his staff as 
Director of the Office of Economic Opportunity.

As time went by, I would occasionally be called to have 
breakfast with Governor Burns, during which we would discuss the 
widest range of topics. One day, out of nowhere, he said: You 
know, Danny, the Hawaiians really need leaders. I wholeheartedly 
agreed. Then he said: Well, what about you? I have never been 
so taken aback, honored, humbled, anxious or dumbfounded in my 
life. Calmly, he went on with his pitch. He made it all seem so 
reasonable and necessary AND RIGHT. He had me convinced.

Then, as breakfast drew to a close, he added one more bit of 
advice. In his usual down-home, plain-talking way, he threw in a 
time-worn aphorism. He said: Danny, remember one more thing. 
Even monkeys fall out of trees. LESSON NUMBER THREE...AND A GOOD 
ONE IT WAS!

With determination, zeal and the profoundest sense of 
obligation to The Old Man, as we called him, I ran for Lieutenant 
Governor in 1974. I lost.

I climbed back up that tree, though. And in 1976, I became 
the first Native Hawaiian in the U.S House since Prince Jonah 
Kuhio Kalanianaole — and the first of Chinese ancestry, PERIOD.

Have I been lucky? You bet. I consider myself a truly 
lucky individual indeed. I make no excuses for it, and I have 
never experienced any self-doubt because of it. Sometimes, good 
fortune is a major function of opportunity. Just never depend on 
it. Opportunity has a much larger component to it, though, it's 
most critical — the human component. A brilliant mind, innate 
talent, top notch education — none of these can GUARANTEE 
success. No one is going to win recognition or advancement just 
because he or she thinks it's deserved, even if it totally and 
undeniably is. SOMEONE ELSE has to think so too. And even when 
opportunities seem defiled by prejudice, believe me, there are 
always OTHER Someone Eises out there.

Even in a society where exclusion may be all-too-common, 
while it is your obligation to watch each other's flanks, don't 
circle the wagons. You can defend yourself without becoming 
defensive. I don't care whether you're networking with other 
attorneys, going to the PTA, partying in a karaoke bar — OR 
PASSING OUT MACADAMIA NUTS AT A CONVENTION. Always be open to 
what might be out there. The great philosopher Wayne Gretzky 
once said: You miss 100% of the shots you never take. If you



start losing faith, in your fellow human beings, you stop reaching 
out.. and people stop reaching back. You become a barrier to 
yourself.

No, I will not fill you with old fuddy-duddy sayings about 
keeping your nose to the grindstone, your shoulder to the wheel, 
your eye on the ball and your ear to the ground. In fact, 
someone said trying to maintain all those positions makes it 
tough to climb the ladder of success at the same time. What I 
WILL tell you, however, is that no one can convince me that this 
is not still THE land of opportunity.

Now, let me make it clear that, just because my remarks have 
been sparse in their mention of discrimination or indignation or 
hardship, it does not mean that I have skimmed the gentle path.

The largest part of my 68 years spanned a period of our 
Nation's history when there was racial and ethnic prejudice of a 
degree most of you could not imagine.

And, while I have lived my life in a place called the 
Melting Pot of the Pacific, where the perception of that ideal is 
based on the fact that no group is a majority, the harshest of 
realities is that Native Hawaiians have been at the very absolute 
bottom of the socio-economic ladder from before I was born till 
today.

With thoughts of my wife and children churning in my mind, I 
have resigned from a position of great comfort and security in 
professional and philosophical outrage — because it was right.

I have gone into debt and mortgaged my family home, because 
that is what it took to pursue my goal of public service.

I joined the redress battle the moment I stepped foot on 
Capitol Hill; I spoke twice in opposition to and voted against 
the confirmation of Clarence Thomas; and I am an original 
cosponsor of the measure to eliminate the Wards Cove Packing 
Company exemption from the Civil Rights Act of 1991.

In other words, I am neither an Annointed Fortunate Son nor 
am I someone who feels he has now earned his claim to comfort and 
the privilege of watching others fight the fight.

What I am is a steadfast believer in the inherent goodness 
of humankind, the fundamental soundness of our country — despite 
its shortcomings — and the dignity and worth of every 
individual.

You may think me utterly naive. But here I am — brown, 
yellow and beautiful — and as you can see, I possess no magic 
wand.

Yes, I do have faith. And because of fine people like you 
and wonderfully dedicated groups such this, it has been proven 
time and again that, when I do place that faith in someone or 
something, I have seldom been in error.

You are our strength. You are our hope. Your skills and 
commitment provide the tools we need to change what is wrong 
today and build what is right for tomorrow. You do indeed hold 
the keys to power...the power to help. All I ask is that you 
never let anger and fear and hurt displace the pureness of your 
hearts as the force that drives your search for it or your use of 
it.

Mahalo! Thank You! ALOHA!
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Thank you so much, Siani, for that most gracious 

introduction.

I would like to express my gratitude to the

National Asian Pacific American Bar Association for 

inviting me to speak this evening. To Bill Hou, Peggy 

Nagae Lum, Judge Thomas Tang, Pam Chen, Mary 

Kennedy, Francey Youngberg, Alan Webster, Susan -

Lee -- my good friend from the Senate Governmental

Affairs Committee, John Nakahata -- and all of you 

members and supporters of NAPABA -- ALOHA!

As pleased and honored as I am to be here with

you tonight, I must say that I was somewhat



intimidated, at first. I plod along every day in a 

working environment where somewhere in the area of 

60 percent of my colleagues are attorneys. That is a 

trial in itself!

However, this group certainly far eclipses even 

that ratio. Moreover, when I read your convention 

brochure, I quickly noted the opening line: Lawyers 

hold the keys to power!

Wow, I figured -- tough crowd.

It made me wonder. What is it that I should share 

with you? What advice do I have to offer? What 

rousing battle cry could I shout to spur you onward 

toward Changing the Face of Power?

Well, 111 be truly candid with you. Dramatics are 

not my style. In my 68 years, I have not broken down 

castle gates. I have not toppled the columns of



prejudice. I have not indignantly seized the scepter 

of authority from the jealous hands of those who 

thought OUR KIND OF PEOPLE could not capably 

hold them.

HOWEVER, I DID become the first Native 

Hawaiian member of the U.S. House in more than 

half-a-century. I AM only the second U.S. Senator of 

Chinese descent. And I AM the SOLE Native 

Hawaiian ever to serve in the United States Senate.

So, I am not here to grab the reins of the 

revolution and urge the storming of the ramparts. I 

am here, I suppose, more as your proud and caring 

uncle, sitting with you by the fireside, sharing some 

stories and, maybe, providing you with some useful 

advice. And for those of you who are saying to 

yourselves that GRANDFATHER would be more like it



-- just hold that thought.

With your indulgence, I would like for you to 

follow me through some reflections and experiences. 

Note where they might coincide with yours. Note also 

where they don’t, because a significant part of my 

point is that we must all be open to consider and to 

prepare to accept a multitude of different paths.

This is how the glorious tale begins. I had a 

grand dream about what I wanted to do with my life 

from the time I was very young. And at the risk of 

being immodest, whenever I look back, I think: Gee, I 

was pretty doggone realistically mature for that age. 

You see, by the time I entered elementary school, I 

had my professional ideals already firmly set. When I 

grew up, I would get a government job at Pearl 

Harbor, and man, I would be on top of the world! To



this day, I never believe the revisionist memories of 

those who say: I knew from my earliest childhood 

years that this was what I was going to do. Of 

course, there are many who would say that sticking to 

my original plan would have been more contributory 

to society than doing what I am now.

I got my first experiences in elective office when I 

was chosen for the Student Council in the 7th grade 

and voted Student Body President in the 9th. It was 

not especially exhilarating. Basically, no one else 

wanted to do it. However, once I got beyond what I 

thought was the initial lesson to be derived from that - 

- Learn how to say NO --1 discovered some things far 

more valuable. I developed a fascinating awareness 

of group dynamics and a fulfilling sense of 

contribution and satisfaction. Never underestimate



the potential of serendipity -- or getting stuck with a 

job that no one else wants.

When I graduated from the University of Hawaii 

and entered practice teaching, I formulated the 

second career plan of my life. Someday, I would be 

Superintendent of the Hawaii Department of 

Education. I would devote two years each to gaining 

experience in every school environment there was: 

Elementary, intermediate, high school, rural, urban, 

military and private. At the same time, I would get my 

School Aministration Certificate and my Master’s 

Degree. I would move on to Vice Principal and then, 

Principal.

And do you know what? It worked perfectly, and 

I walked directly into the SECOND significant political 

lesson of my life. In my first year as a principal, I was



chosen to be a delegate to the National Convention of 

the Department of Elementary School Principals.

Being sort of the new kid on the block, I was honored 

but overwhelmed. I was so concerned about 

adequately representing my State and the Aloha 

Spirit, I took with me what must been a truckload of 

flower leis, macadamia nuts and the like. I was 

determined not to be found lacking in spreading 

goodwill on Hawaii’s behalf. Somewhere along the 

way, there was even a need for some impromptu 

entertainment to keep the atmosphere moving, and I 

agreed to help. I ended up singing Blue Hawaii 

before 6,000 delegates.

All the time - well, I’m certain you’ve guessed it 

by now -- exposure and recognition were building. 

Before the convention adjourned, I was approached

I*



to run for the National Board of Directors. Seven 

months later, I had won the first election of my 

professional life.

Now, there is no question that the exposure and 

recognition aspects of this anecdote are as 

fundamental as any in political pursuits. However, 

consider this lesson a two-parter, with the second as 

precious as any you will come across.

I do not have a single doubt that, in the minds of 

many of you out there, a particular reaction is really 

grating at your sensibilities. Flower leis, you say!? 

Macadamia nuts!? My goodness, singing Blue 

Hawaii!? Is this the stuff off Uncle Koma — the 

Hawaiian translation of Tom?

Never confuse being gracious with bootlicking. 

Never lose sight of the reality that what may be trivial



to you may be of consequence to another. If you are 

sincere in your OWN intent AND intelligent and 

perceptive enough to see when there is sincerity in 

the intent of OTHERS, you are never demeaned -­

only enhanced.

In any event, I went on to serve three years on 

the National Board. As my term ended, I was 

encouraged to enter the contest for National Vice 

President.

Before the election, however, I withdrew. The 

Superintendent of Education asked me to move from 

the schools to the State Office to implement his ideas 

about a new program for Compensatory Education. I 

agonized about leaving the kids, but entering the 

realm of Statewide policymaking offered the chance 

to do more for more youngsters.



Eventually, because I also served as education 

liaison to the Model Cities Program, working with the 

Mayor’s and Governor’s offices, I was asked by 

Governor Jack Burns to join his staff as Director of 

the Office of Economic Opportunity.

As time went by, I would occasionally be called to 

have breakfast with Governor Burns, during which we 

would discuss the widest range of topics. One day, 

out of nowhere, he said: You know, Danny, the 

Hawaiians really need leaders. I wholeheartedly 

agreed. Then he said: Well, what about you? I have 

never been so taken aback, honored, humbled, 

anxious or dumbfounded in my life. Calmly, he went 

on with his pitch. He made it all seem so reasonable 

and necessary AND RIGHT. He had me convinced.

Then, as breakfast drew to a close, he added one



more bit of advice. In his usual down-home, plain­

talking way, he threw in a time-worn aphorism. He 

said: Danny, remember one more thing. Even 

monkeys fall out of trees. LESSON NUMBER 

THREE...AND A GOOD ONE IT WAS!

With determination, zeal and the profoundest 

sense of obligation to The Old Man, as we called him, 

I ran for Lieutenant Governor in 1974. I lost.

I climbed back up that tree, though. And in 1976, 

I became the first Native Hawaiian in the U.S House 

since Prince Jonah Kuhio Kalanianaole -- and the first 

of Chinese ancestry, PERIOD.

Have I been lucky? You bet. I consider myself a 

truly lucky individual indeed. I make no excuses for 

it, and I have never experienced any self-doubt 

because of it. Sometimes, good fortune is a major



function of opportunity. Just never depend on it.

Opportunity has a much larger component to it, 

though, its most critical - the human component. A 

brilliant mind, innate talent, top notch education - 

none of these can GUARANTEE success. No one is 

going to win recognition or advancement just because 

he or she thinks it’s deserved, even if it totally and 

undeniably is. SOMEONE ELSE has to think so too. 

And even when opportunities seem defiled by 

prejudice, believe me, there are always OTHER 

Someone Eises out there.

Even in a society where exclusion may be all-too- 

common, while it is your obligation to watch each 

other’s flanks, don’t circle the wagons. You can 

defend yourself without becoming defensive. I don’t 

care whether you’re networking with other attorneys,



going to the PTA, partying in a karaoke bar -- OR 

PASSING OUT MACADAMIA NUTS AT A 

CONVENTION. Always be open to what might be out 

there. The great philosopher Wayne Gretzky once 

said: You miss 100% of the shots you never take. If 

you start losing faith in your fellow human beings, 

you stop reaching out., and people stop reaching 

back. You become a barrier to yourself.

No, I will not fill you with old fuddy-duddy sayings 

about keeping your nose to the grindstone, your 

shoulder to the wheel, your eye on the ball and your 

ear to the ground. In fact, someone said trying to 

maintain all those positions makes it tough to climb 

the ladder of success at the same time. What I WILL 

tell you, however, is that no one can convince me that 

this is not still THE land of opportunity.



Now, let me make it clear that, just because my 

remarks have been sparse in their mention of 

discrimination or indignation or hardship, it does not 

mean that I have skimmed the gentle path.

The largest part of my 68 years spanned a period 

off our Nation’s history when there was racial and 

ethnic prejudice of a degree most of you could not 

imagine.

And, while I have lived my life in a place called 

the Melting Pot of the Pacific, where the perception of 

that ideal is based on the fact that no group is a 

majority, the harshest of realities is that Native 

Hawaiians have been at the very absolute bottom of 

the socio-economic ladder from before I was born till 

today.

With thoughts of my wife and children churning in



my mind, I have resigned from a position of great 

comfort and security in professional and 

philosophical outrage -- because it was right.

I have gone into debt and mortgaged my family 

home, because that is what it took to pursue my goal 

of public service.

I joined the redress battle the moment I stepped 

foot on Capitol Hill; I spoke twice in opposition to 

and voted against the confirmation of Clarence 

Thomas; and I am an original cosponsor of the 

measure to eliminate the Wards Cove Packing 

Company exemption from the Civil Rights Act of 1991.

In other words, I am neither an Annointed 

Fortunate Son nor am I someone who feels he has 

now earned his claim to comfort and the privilege of 

watching others fight the fight.



What I am is a steadfast believer in the inherent 

goodness of humankind, the fundamental soundness 

of our country -- despite its shortcomings - and the 

dignity and worth of every individual.

You may think me utterly naive. But here I am -­

brown, yellow and beautiful -- and as you can see, I 

possess no magic wand.

Yes, I do have faith. And because of fine people 

like you and wonderfully dedicated groups such this, 

it has been proven time and again that, when I do 

place that faith in someone or something, I have 

seldom been in error.

You are our strength. You are our hope. Your 

skills and commitment provide the tools we need to 

change what is wrong today and build what is right 

for tomorrow. You do indeed hold the keys to



power...the power to help. All I ask is that you never 

let anger and fear and hurt displace the pureness of 

your hearts as the force that drives your search for it 

or your use of it.

Mahalo! Thank You! ALOHA!



REMARKS OF U.S. SENATOR DANIEL K. AKAKA

National Asian Pacific American Bar Association 

Fourth Annual Convention - September 26, 1992

Thank you so much, Siani, for that most gracious 

introduction.

I would like to express my gratitude to the National Asian 

Pacific American Bar Association for inviting me to speak this 

evening. To Bill Hou, Peggy Nagae Lum, Judge Thomas Tang, 

Pam Chen, Mary Kennedy, Francey Youngberg, Alan Webster, 

Susan Lee — my good friend from the Senate Governmental Affairs 

Committee, John Nakahata — and all of you members and

supporters of NAPABA — ALOHA!



As pleased and honored as I am to be here with you tonight, I

must say that I was somewhat intimidated, at first. I plod along 

every day in a working environment where somewhere in the area 

of 60 percent of my colleagues are attorneys. That is a trial in 

itself!

However, this group certainly far eclipses even that ratio. 

Moreover, when I read your convention brochure, I quickly noted 

the opening line: Lawyers hold the keys to power!

Wow, I figured - tough crowd.

It made me wonder. What is it that I should share with you? 

What advice do I have to offer? What rousing battle cry could I 

shout to spur you onward toward Changing the Face of Power?

Well, I’ll be truly candid with you. Dramatics are not my style.



In my 68 years, I have not broken down castle gates. I have not

toppled the columns of prejudice. I have not indignantly seized the 

scepter of authority from the jealous hands of those who thought 

OUR KIND OF PEOPLE could not capably hold them.

HOWEVER, I DID become the first Native Hawaiian member of 

the U.S. House in more than haif-a-century. I AM only the second 

U.S. Senator of Chinese descent. And I AM the SOLE Native 

Hawaiian ever to serve in the United States Senate.

So, I am not here to grab the reins of the revolution and urge 

the storming of the ramparts. I am here, I suppose, more as your 

proud and caring uncle, sitting with you by the fireside, sharing 

some stories and, maybe, providing you with some useful advice. 

And for those of you who are saying to yourselves that



GRANDFATHER would be more like it — just hold that thought.

With your indulgence, I would like for you to follow me 

through some reflections and experiences. Note where they might 

coincide with yours. Note also where they don’t, because a 

significant part of my point is that we must all be open to consider 

and to prepare to accept a multitude of different paths.

This is how the glorious tale begins. I had a grand dream 

about what I wanted to do with my life from the time I was very 

young. And at the risk off being immodest, whenever I look back, I 

think: Gee, I was pretty doggone realistically mature for that age. 

You see, by the time I entered elementary school, I had my 

professional ideals already firmly set. When I grew up, I would get 

a government job at Pearl Harbor, and man, I would be on top of



the world! To this day, I never believe the revisionist memories of

those who say: I knew from my earliest childhood years that this 

was what I was going to do. Of course, there are many who would 

say that sticking to my original plan would have been more 

contributory to society than doing what I am now.

I got my first experiences in elective office when I was chosen 

for the Student Council in the 7th grade and voted Student Body 

President in the 9th. It was not especially exhilarating. Basically, 

no one else wanted to do it. However, once I got beyond what I 

thought was the initial lesson to be derived from that — Learn how 

to say NO --1 discovered some things far more valuable. I 

developed a fascinating awareness of group dynamics and a

fulfilling sense of contribution and satisfaction. Never



underestimate the potential of serendipity -- or getting stuck with a

job that no one else wants.

When I graduated from the University of Hawaii and entered 

practice teaching, I formulated the second career plan of my life. 

Someday, I would be Superintendent of the Hawaii Department of 

Education. I would devote two years each to gaining experience in 

every school environment there was: Elementary, intermediate, 

high school, rural, urban, military and private. At the same time, I 

would get my School Aministration Certificate and my Master’s 

Degree. I would move on to Vice Principal and then, Principal.

And do you know what? It worked perfectly, and I walked 

directly into the SECOND significant political lesson of my life. In

my first year as a principal, I was chosen to be a delegate to the



National Convention of the Department of Elementary School 

Principals. Being sort of the new kid on the block, I was honored 

but overwhelmed. I was so concerned about adequately 

representing my State and the Aloha Spirit, I took with me what 

must been a truckload off flower leis, macadamia nuts and the like. 

I was determined not to be found lacking in spreading goodwill on 

Hawaii’s behalf. Somewhere along the way, there was even a 

need for some impromptu entertainment to keep the atmosphere 

moving, and I agreed to help. I ended up singing Blue Hawaii 

before 6,000 delegates.

All the time - well, I’m certain you’ve guessed it by now — 

exposure and recognition were building. Before the convention

adjourned, I was approached to run for the National Board of



Directors. Seven months later, I had won the first election of my

professional life.

Now, there is no question that the exposure and recognition 

aspects of this anecdote are as fundamental as any in political 

pursuits. However, consider this lesson a two-parter, with the 

second as precious as any you will come across.

I do not have a single doubt that, in the minds of many of you 

out there, a particular reaction is really grating at your sensibilities. 

Flower leis, you say!? Macadamia nuts!? My goodness, singing 

Blue Hawaii!? Is this the stuff of Uncle Koma — the Hawaiian 

translation of Tom?

Never confuse being gracious with bootlicking. Never lose 

sight of the reality that what may be trivial to you may be of



consequence to another. If you are sincere in your OWN intent

AND intelligent and perceptive enough to see when there is 

sincerity in the intent of OTHERS, you are never demeaned — only 

enhanced.

In any event, I went on to serve three years on the National 

Board. As my term ended, I was encouraged to enter the contest 

for National Vice President.

Before the election, however, I withdrew. The Superintendent 

of Education asked me to move from the schools to the State 

Office to implement his ideas about a new program for 

Compensatory Education. I agonized about leaving the kids, but 

entering the realm of Statewide policymaking offered the chance to

do more for more youngsters.



Eventually, because I also served as education liaison to the 

Model Cities Program, working with the Mayor’s and Governor’s 

offices, I was asked by Governor Jack Burns to join his staff as 

Director of the Office of Economic Opportunity.

As time went by, I would occasionally be called to have 

breakfast with Governor Burns, during which we would discuss the 

widest range of topics. One day, out of nowhere, he said: You 

know, Danny, the Hawaiians really need leaders. I wholeheartedly 

agreed. Then he said: Well, what about you? I have never been 

so taken aback, honored, humbled, anxious or dumbfounded in my 

life. Calmly, he went on with his pitch. He made it all seem so 

reasonable and necessary AND RIGHT. He had me convinced.

Then, as breakfast drew to a close, he added one more bit of



advice. In his usual down-home, plain-talking way, he threw in a 

time-worn aphorism. He said: Danny, remember one more thing. 

Even monkeys fall out of trees. LESSON NUMBER THREE...AND A 

GOOD ONE IT WAS!

With determination, zeal and the profoundest sense of 

obligation to The Old Man, as we called him, I ran for Lieutenant 

Governor in 1974. I lost.

I climbed back up that tree, though. And in 1976,1 became 

the first Native Hawaiian in the U.S House since Prince Jonah 

Kuhio Kalanianaole — and the first of Chinese ancestry, PERIOD.

Have I been lucky? You bet. I consider myself a truly lucky 

individual indeed. I make no excuses for it, and I have never

experienced any self-doubt because of it. Sometimes, good



fortune is a major function of opportunity. Just never depend on it.

Opportunity has a much larger component to it, though, it’s 

most critical — the human component. A brilliant mind, innate 

talent, top notch education -- none of these can GUARANTEE 

success. No one is going to win recognition or advancement just 

because he or she thinks it’s deserved, even if it totally and 

undeniably is. SOMEONE ELSE has to think so too. And even 

when opportunities seem defiled by prejudice, believe me, there 

are always OTHER Someone Eises out there.

Even in a society where exclusion may be all-too-common, 

while it is your obligation to watch each other’s flanks, don’t circle 

the wagons. You can defend yourself without becoming defensive. 

I don’t care whether you’re networking with other attorneys, going



to the PTA, partying in a karaoke bar -- OR PASSING OUT

MACADAMIA NUTS AT A CONVENTION. Always be open to what 

might be out there. The great philosopher Wayne Gretzky once 

said: You miss 100% of the shots you never take. If you start 

losing faith in your fellow human beings, you stop reaching out., 

and people stop reaching back. You become a barrier to yourself.

No, I will not fill you with old fuddy-duddy sayings about 

keeping your nose to the grindstone, your shoulder to the wheel, 

your eye on the ball and your ear to the ground. In fact, someone 

said trying to maintain all those positions makes it tough to climb 

the ladder of success at the same time. What I WILL tell you, 

however, is that no one can convince me that this is not still THE

land of opportunity.



Now, let me make it clear that, just because my remarks have 

been sparse in their mention of discrimination or indignation or 

hardship, it does not mean that I have skimmed the gentle path.

The largest part of my 68 years spanned a period of our 

Nation’s history when there was racial and ethnic prejudice of a 

degree most of you could not imagine.

And, while I have lived my life in a place called the Melting 

Pot of the Pacific, where the perception of that ideal is based on 

the fact that no group is a majority, the harshest of realities is that 

Native Hawaiians have been at the very absolute bottom of the 

socio-economic ladder from before I was born till today.

With thoughts of my wife and children churning in my mind, I 

have resigned from a position of great comfort and security in



professional and philosophical outrage - because it was right.

I have gone into debt and mortgaged my family home, 

because that is what it took to pursue my goal off public service.

I joined the redress battle the moment I stepped foot on 

Capitol Hill; I spoke twice in opposition to and voted against the 

confirmation of Clarence Thomas; and I am an original cosponsor 

of the measure to eliminate the Wards Cove Packing Company 

exemption from the Civil Rights Act of 1991.

In other words, I am neither an Annointed Fortunate Son nor 

am I someone who feels he has now earned his claim to comfort 

and the privilege of watching others fight the fight.

What I am is a steadfast believer in the inherent goodness of

humankind, the fundamental soundness of our country — despite



its shortcomings — and the dignity and worth of every individual.

You may think me utterly naive. But here I am — brown, 

yellow and beautiful — and as you can see, I possess no magic 

wand.

Yes, I do have faith. And because of fine people like you and 

wonderfully dedicated groups such this, it has been proven time 

and again that, when I do place that faith in someone or 

something, I have seldom been in error.

You are our strength. You are our hope. Your skills and 

commitment provide the tools we need to change what is wrong 

today and build what is right for tomorrow. You do indeed hold the 

keys to power...the power to help. All I ask is that you never let 

anger and fear and hurt displace the pureness of your hearts as
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the force that drives your search for it or your use of it.

Mahalo! Thank You! ALOHA!


