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An Evening of Song, Laughter, and Memories
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San Francisco (August 31, 2005) - On Saturday, September 17, 2005, the Japanese Cultural and Community Center of Northern California (JCCCNC) will host the Japanese American Hall of Fame’s (JAHOF) “A Salute to the Stars.”  The 5:00 p.m. show will be held the Palace of Fine Arts Theater, San Francisco, followed by a VIP dinner and auction for Sponsors, Premiere and Gold ticket holders to meet honorees and special guests.

One of the entertainment legends being honored that evening will be James Shigeta. In the 1950s and 1960s when Shigeta was pursing his acting career, there were only a handful of films produced with Asian American actors. The JAHOF is looking forward to giving the deserved recognition to Shigeta in person as he helped to pave the way for Asian Americans to be accepted in mainstream media, even winning a Golden Globe Award for Most Promising Newcomer-Male (1959).

As a child growing up in Hawaii, James Shigeta never dreamed of being an actor much less a heart throb leading man.  The self proclaimed “country boy” instead had aspirations of becoming a teacher or a writer and thus chose English as his major upon entering New York University.  However winning scholarship prize for singing on the popular television talent show, The Ted Mack Original Amateur Hour would guide him down a career path far different from the one he envisioned.  

Winning the scholarship eventually led to a professional singing career in night clubs in Las Vegas. This was interrupted by a tour of duty in the Korean War.  He served two and a half years in the marines and became a Staff Sergeant.  When his duty was completed, he returned to Las Vegas to resume singing.   
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Shigeta then added acting to his resume.  In 1958, even though he never had any notions of becoming an actor, Shigeta landed a role in Crimson Kimono.  With no acting experience, Shigeta successfully plays Detective Joe Kojaku who is investigating a murder in Los Angeles’ Little Tokyo.  The suspense from the movie not only comes from solving the murder but the romantic rivalry between the Kojaku and his partner that underscores race and prejudice.  This movie is significant in that it was the first time an Asian American wins the heart of the white woman from a white leading actor. 
After filming was completed, Shigeta once again returned to Las Vegas to continue singing.  He was headlining in Holiday in Japan (co-produced by Shrirley Maclaine) when in 1960, he was seen by producers from Paramount and writer James Clavell who asked him to star in Walk Like a Dragon).  Shigeta plays Cheng Lu, a Chinese immigrant in San Francisco who, battles Line Bartlett (Jack Lord) over a Chinese slave girl (Nobu McCarthy). 
His hard work paid off and Shigeta was soon approached by movie executives to star as Wang Ta in the motion picture version of the Broadway hit Flower Drum Song. This new role showcased Shigeta singing songs by Rodgers and Hammerstein. Not only that, but Shigeta had the distinction of being the only Asian American groomed to be a leading man. The handsome actor gained instant international stardom for his boyish good looks and screen presence. 

Later that year he co-starred opposite Carroll Baker in Bridge to the Sun.  Shigeta portrayed Hidenari Terasaki, a Japanese diplomat who was married to an American, Gwen Harold.  The attack on Pearl Harbor by Japan forced them to leave the United States and move to Japan. The movie goes on to shows economical, social and political hardships the two must endure during wartime.

Shigeta then took a break from appearing in movies until 1966 when he co-starred with arguably the most famous celebrity of all time, Elvis Presley, in Paradise, Hawaiian Style. Shigeta played the part of Danny Cohana, whom Elvis' character goes into business with in a charter-flying service in Hawaii.  Shigeta would go to act in numerous television shows and movies over the next 35 years.

The shy young man who never dreamt of becoming an actor, has a television and movie career spanning four decades starting from the 1960s.  He demonstrated his acting range playing both villainous and sympathetic roles.  Ultimately, whether it was the serious or light hearted role, Shigeta always brought a sense of dignity and substance to his characters. 

Along with Shigeta being honored for his contributions in breaking down barriers for Asian Americans will be Pat Morita, George Takei, Pat Suzuki and Mako.  The event will also include a tribute to Japanese-American entertainers who have since passed including Jack Soo, Yuki Shimoda, Nobu McCarthy, and Sessue Hayakawa.  In addition, the event will feature tributes & performances by Tamlyn Tomita; Gedde Watanabe; and "Flower Drum Song" National Tour production leads Yuka Takara, Alvin Ing, Christine Toy Johnson, and James Saito; Sophie Oda, lead in "Annie” and Star Search Finalist; Writer & Filmmaker Philip Kan Gotanda; and many more.
By honoring these outstanding entertainers, the JAHOF intends to recognize not only their excellence in their chosen career, but also the important role they played in bringing pride to the Japanese-American community.  These entertainers have dedicated their careers to exposing mainstream media to their talents since the 1950s when there were no faces to represent the Asian American community.
The Japanese American Hall of Fame ”A Salute to the Stars” tickets are on sale now.  Individual show ticket prices are $250 VIP Gold Ticket, $150 VIP Premiere Ticket, and $50 Show Only Ticket.  For more information, including corporate or community sponsorship opportunities, please contact the JCCCNC at 415.567.5505.

About JCCCNC

Envisioned by the Japanese American community, JCCCNC will be an everlasting foundation of our Japanese American ancestry, cultural heritage, histories and traditions. The JCCCNC strives to meet the evolving needs of the Japanese American community through programs, affordable services and facility usage. The JCCCNC is a non-profit community center based in San Francisco.
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