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OTTAWA — The invasion of 
Ukraine by Russian troops is 
shocking and heartbreaking.

I've been reflecting on my time 
working in the former Soviet 
Union (FSU) and Ukraine as an 
International Red Cross relief 
worker from 1993 to 1994.

With the collapse of the FSU 
in 1991, Ukraine became an in-
dependent state, and the popu-
lation's needs were significant. I 
was on a humanitarian mission 
to support the delivery of medical 
supplies to the elderly, children in 
orphanages, and women and ba-
bies in maternity hospitals.

I loved the Ukrainian people 
I met while there. They had a 
strong entrepreneurial and in-
dependent spirit, were proud of 
their culture, and made great 
food. Maybe I felt close to them 

because I grew up with Ukrainian 
students in my high school in To-
ronto. You could even study the 
Ukrainian language at my school.

The promise of freedom and 
free land

Ukrainians first came to Can-
ada in the 19th century, and 
today Canada has the world's 
third-largest Ukrainian popu-
lation behind Ukraine and Rus-
sia. In 2016, 1.36 million people 
in Canada identified as having 
Ukrainian ancestry, about four 
per cent of the population, with 
over half living in the Prairies.

Ivan Pylypiw and Wasyl Ele-
niak were the first Ukrainian 
settlers to arrive in 1891. They 
came to Canada for the promise 
of freedom, much like my grand-
parents from Japan.

When the Ukrainian settlers 
came to Canada, they worked 
hard to preserve their language 
and culture because they could.

Before the independence of 
Ukraine, children had to learn 
the Russian language and culture 
at school, and Ukrainian could 
only be spoken at home. During 
my travels in the 90s, the Ukrai-
nians I met were excited to use 
their language and celebrate their 
culture openly with their new in-
dependence.

A whole generation has grown 
up in an independent Ukraine. 
And now, this freedom is threat-
ened by the attack from Russian 
forces. My heart breaks for them 

and for those in Canada with 
loved ones in Ukraine. It rein-
forces that we can never take our 
freedom and 
rights for grant-
ed.
Japanese cul-

ture in Canada
In spend-
ing time in 
Ukraine, I understood why pre-
serving Japanese culture was 
critical to my mom, although she 

Mindfulness in the world: Comfort in culture
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Finding comfort in 
uncomfortable times by 
connecting to culture

wasn't in Japan anymore.
My mother, Suyeko Ishii (nee 

Inouye), was born in Richmond, 

B.C., and was sent to Japan as a 
young child after her parents 
died. The rest of her four siblings 

dispersed in different directions 
in Canada. After the Second 
World War, her brother Yosh 

found her and 
wanted her to 
return to Can-
ada.

I don't think 
my moth-
er wanted to 

leave Japan and her friends, but 
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Left: Columnist Caroline Ishii and her mother, Suyeko. Right: Osechi ryori is traditional New Year's food. When 
Caroline cooks Japanese food, she feels her mother is close.

"In spending time in Ukraine, I understood 
why preserving Japanese culture was critical to 

my mom."

See MINDFULNESS P. 11 

Excerpt from The Accidental 
Chef: Lessons Learned In and Out 
of the Kitchen (pp 78-80).

In Ukraine, while en route 
from Kyiv to the other side of the 
country by car, the driver said he 
wanted to make a short detour to 
say hello to his babushka (grand-
mother) in her dacha, a small 
cottage in the country.

She was very happy when she 
saw us and insisted we eat some 
of her borscht, which was made 
with the vegetables from her da-
cha garden. 

It was a simple soup, nothing 
special if you looked at it, but 
when I tasted it with her watch-
ing me intensely, I could feel the 
love she put in it.

The deliciousness of the soup 
and the love between her and 
her grandson touched my heart 
deeply and made me cry joyfully. 
I looked at her and said in my bro-
ken Russian, "o-cheen'fkoos-ni," to 
which she smiled and nodded.

She looked back at her grand-
son eating, from whom she want-
ed the ultimate approval.

I also remember gatherings 
fondly in the Russian Red Cross 
office for a birthday or graduation 

celebration. We ate lots of food 
with shampanskoye, a local spar-
kling wine.

When I sat down at one par-
ty, the table 
was filled with 
bowls of pelme-
ni, fresh dump-
lings, served 
with sour 
cream. Those 
dumplings are one of my favour-
ite foods, and I was in heaven.

At ZenKitchen, my memories 
of being in Ukraine and Russia 
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inspired me to create a vegan ver-
sion of the dumpling filled with 
sauerkraut and a cashew-based 
sour cream.

Sauerkraut Dumplings with 
Sour Cream (vegan)

Ingredients
1 jar or can of sauerkraut, drained, 
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Caroline shares this 
recipe inspired by her 
time in Ukraine

and chopped into small pieces
1 package dumpling/gyoza dump-
ling wrappers (round shape)
Small bowl with water

Vegan sour 
cream (recipe 
follows)
Chives, minced
Directions
Place about a 
teaspoon of the 

sauerkraut filling in the centre of 
each dumpling skin. Dab a little 
water around the edge of the skin. 

Fold over to make a half-moon 

shape and use the thumb and in-
side finger of one hand to press 
edges together firmly to make a 
tight seal. Ensure each dumpling 
is completely closed.

Place the finished dumplings 
on a baking sheet lined with 
parchment paper. In a large pot, 
heat water until there is a gentle 
boil. 

Add some dumplings and, 
when they pop to the surface, 
remove with a slotted spoon 
and arrange on a serving platter. 
Serve with sour cream sprinkled 
with minced chives.

Notes: To freeze the dump-
lings for later use, lay them on a 
tray, and place them in a freezer 
for a couple of hours or overnight. 

When they are frozen solid, 
you can put them in freezer bags. 
When ready to cook, remove as 
many as needed and drop them 
into the boiling water without 
defrosting.

Cashew Sour Cream 
(vegan, gluten-free)

Ingredients
½ cup unsalted raw cashews
¼ cup apple cider vinegar
1 cup filtered water
½ teaspoon sea salt
Directions
Soak the cashews overnight or 
for a few hours. Drain. 

In a blender, combine cashews, 
apple cider vinegar, and ½ cup of 
water at high speed. 

Slowly add the remaining wa-
ter until it becomes creamy. Sea-
son with salt to taste.

***

Recipe: Sauerkraut dumplings with sour cream

"The deliciousness of the soup and the love 
between her and her grandson touched my 

heart deeply and made me cry joyfully."

Caroline Ishii's recipe for sauerkraut dumplings and cashew sour cream from her book, The Accidental Chef: 
Lessons Learned In and Out of the Kitchen.
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she missed her siblings and des-
perately wanted to reunite with 
them after twenty years.

Growing up, my mother made 
us go to Japanese language school 
every Saturday, and she taught us 
about Japanese culture and food. 
In doing this, she wanted to keep 
alive the memories of a Japan she 
deeply missed.

Being Japanese
I noticed a significant difference 
between Japanese people in Japan 
and Canada in recent visits to Ja-
pan. 

While Japan is a homogeneous 
society and most of the popula-
tion is Japanese, a Japanese Cana-
dian is identi-
fied as different, 
visible, and 
not part of the 
norm, espe-
cially when my 
g ra ndpa rent s 
immigrated to Canada. We are all 
grouped as "Japanese" or "Asian,” 
no matter where we are born.

When I went to Japan, people 
were surprised that I knew so 
much about Japanese culture and 
food. Moreover, they were as-
tonished that I was familiar with 
most Japanese traditions and 
could cook Japanese food from 
scratch.

In Japan, you can pick up ready-
made Japanese meals quickly and 
cheaply in supermarkets or the 
basics to base a dinner around, 
like yakitori, tonkatsu, or tempu-
ra.

My mom didn't have that 
choice. If she wanted to eat Japa-
nese food and share this with us, 

she needed to buy the ingredients 
and make it.

I imagine she thought if she 
didn't teach us about Japanese 
culture, who would? You take 
learning about the Japanese cul-
ture for granted in Japan because 
it's part of your upbringing living 
in a homogeneous society.

Preserving culture through 
food

My mom's way of preserving the 
culture was through food.

Growing up, my mother made 
Japanese dishes almost every 
night. At dinner, we said the 
obligatory itadakimasu, mean-
ing, "I am grateful for this food," 
before we ate, and after, gochi-
sousama, meaning, "thank you 

for the delicious meal.” And then 
we took off quickly.

For us, the meal satisfied our 
hunger. For my mother, the din-
ner fed something deeper. She 
would often stay at the table after 
we left to slowly finish her meal 
and tea as if she was savouring 
her past in doing so.

My mother kept many Japa-
nese traditions in Canada, such 
as cooking special food on New 
Year's Day, the most important 
holiday for the Japanese. 

She would do frequent shop-
ping excursions to Sanko and Fu-
ruya stores downtown and have 
her friends in Japan send her in-
gredients to create osechi ryori, 
a complex array of dishes, each 

with a special meaning.
I love Japanese food. This love 

runs through our family. We still 
celebrate New Year's Day with 
Japanese food, but with much less 
cooking. 

However, as we did with my 
mother, we always start the 
morning with ozoni, a soup with 
mochi rice cakes for good luck.

I often feel my mother close 
when I eat and cook Japanese 
food, even though she passed 
away over 30 years ago. 

Her life focused on eating, 
cooking, and sharing Japanese 
food. This thread continues 
through her daughters, the next 
generation, and the friends and 
clients I share my love of Japanese 

cuisine.
Comfort food

Food is power-
ful. It brings us 
together, shapes 
our memories, 
and brings us 

comfort.
To honour the Ukrainian peo-

ple, I share an excerpt from my 
memoir, The Accidental Chef: 
Lessons Learned In and Out of 
the Kitchen. It includes a recipe 
for dumplings that the Ukraini-
ans call varenyky and Russians 
call pelmeni. Each culture has a 
dumpling of sorts. In Japanese 
cuisine, it is called gyoza.

May it provide some comfort 
in uncomfortable times.

***
Find Caroline Ishii's recipe for 
Sauerkraut Dumplings with Ca-
shew-Based Sour Cream from 
The Accidental Chef: Lessons 
Learned In and Out of the Kitch-
en on P. 8. 

"I often feel my mother close when I eat and 
cook Japanese food, even though she passed 

away over 30 years ago."

From MINDFULNESS P. 8

TORONTO — Last summer, the 
Toronto Chapter of the National 
Association for Japanese Cana-
dians (NAJC) decided to hold a 
community design competition 
to create a logo that was not only 
modern but timeless and versa-
tile. 

To improve branding, the in-
tention was to implement the 
winning design in a full rebrand-
ing of marketing materials, in-
cluding printed publications, 
social media, and website graph-
ics. Once unveiled, the new logo 
would increase awareness of the 
chapter’s ongoing human rights 
work and establish professional 
brand standards. The Toronto 
Chapter is grateful to the NAJC 
for providing a grant that enabled 
this work to happen.

Several diverse and impressive 
submissions were received and 
narrowed down to two finalists, 
Timothy Fukakusa and Gemma 
Hsiao. 

Unable to choose between 
their entries, the board split the 
prize money between the artists 
and enlisted their help to custom 

design a logo that aligned with all 
of their campaign objectives.

Timothy Fukakusa is a To-
r o n t o - b a s e d 
graffiti artist 
and graphic de-
signer. He has 
been painting 
since 2001 and 
designing since 
2008. His style is influenced by 
anime and comic illustrations. 
His work is bold as he sculpts 

every line to have maximum im-
pact.

Gemma Hsiao is a Japa-

nese-Taiwanese Canadian study-
ing Fashion Communication at 
Ryerson University. Her work, 

Tsuru takes flight in new Toronto NAJC logo
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The Toronto NAJC is 
excited and proud to 
launch its new look

centred around graphic design 
and theoretical approaches, fo-
cuses on digital media. Her style 

pulls from her 
cultural heri-
tage, modernist 
and futurist de-
sign.

In December 
2021, Timothy 

and Gemma joined the logo com-
mittee alongside board members 
Mika Fukuma, Yosh Inouye, Mi-

chelle Walters, and President 
Lynn Deutscher Kobayashi. 

Rounding out the team was 
Derek Sakauye, a Yonsei who de-
signs marketing material and vol-
unteers with the Toronto NAJC. 
He has more than a decade of 
consulting experience in IT, digi-
tal marketing, and entrepreneur-
ship. He has a passion for digital 
arts and integrates those skills 
into his diverse career.

The tsuru (Japanese crane) 
was chosen as the primary em-
blem. Inspired by the true story 
of Sadako Sasaki, a victim of the 
Hiroshima bombing who folded 
1,000 origami cranes, the tsuru 
has become known as a universal 
humanitarian symbol of peace, 
hope, and longevity. 

The forward flight position of 
the tsuru represents progress and 
change, and the solid blue ring 
surrounding the tsuru represents 
unity, balance, togetherness, and 
harmony. The selected shade of 
blue was modified from the orig-
inal NAJC logo and pays homage 
to their legacy. 

All of these ideas align with the 
Toronto NAJC’s human rights 
objectives of advocating for social 
justice and connecting the his-
torical racism against Japanese 
Canadians with current issues 
of discrimination. We hope the 
new logo will propel the Toronto 
NAJC towards a better tomor-
row.

***

Top (left to right): Tim Fukakusa, Gemma Hsiao, and Derek Sakauye. Bottom: The new Toronto NAJC logo.
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"The tsuru has become known as a universal 
humanitarian symbol of peace, hope, and 

longevity."

ONLINE — The Nikkei National 
Museum & Cultural Centre and 
the Japanese Canadian Cultural 
Centre are excited to embark on 
the development of the National 
Japanese Canadian Digitization 
Strategy. This strategic guide will 
be made available for any reposi-
tory of Japanese Canadian archi-
val materials and museum items 
to help lead future digitization 
projects. The NNMCC and JCCC 

National JC digitization 
strategy survey

are offering a short survey to help 
direct the strategy. 

This survey seeks to under-
stand what points of Japanese 
Canadian history and heritage 
are important to the public. The 
survey is available now at http://
centre.nikkeiplace.org/research/
national-japanese-canadian-dig-
itization-strategy/.

This project is funded by the 
Government of Canada, Digital 
Access to Heritage—Museum 
Assistance Program. This is a 
federal grant that “provides fund-
ing to heritage organizations to 
digitize collections, develop dig-
ital content and build their ca-
pacity in these areas.” The strat-
egy will be available nationally in 
both English and French.

***
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Survey on points in 
history important to the 
JC community


