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ALOHA ZEN

LYNNE HANZAWA O'NEILL

ON BEING AT THE HELM OF
FASHION SHOWS AND EVENTS
FOR MORE THAN 30 YEARS.

TEXT BY LISA YAMADA

IMAGES COURTESY OF GERARDO SOMOZA

fvvm.'t‘ Hanzawa O'Neill is in the middle q/-

a story abour working ar Kings Bakery in the
705, selling dozens and dozens of its now-
famous sweer rolls, when her mother Florence
stops by our table to drop off a plate of six
perfectly round Portuguese sausages. “Go eat,”
says Florence, her eyes erinkling warmly above
a deep smile before she flits off to check an
anather table. We're at the breakfase buffer ar
Marviote’s Kubio Beach Grill, where Florence
has been working diligently for the past 29
years. Despite the shuttered windeows and cave-
like feel due to a recent hotel renovation, the
restanrant is buzzing with guests.

“My mother is 78," explains Hanzawa
O'Neill. “and she’s still working five days a
week, still wants the best schedules, the best
tables, wants to turn the mast tables. She's
always kind of pushing hersell.” Recenty
returned from New York City, where she
produces fashion shows and events for
eight months out of the year, Hanzawa
ONeill has agreed to let me interview her
at the restaurant her mother has become
practically legend at. Appropriately so, since
the story of Lynne Hanzawa OO’'Neill and
her “aloha zen” starts with mom.

Hanzawa O'Neill was born in Hawai'i
in 1953, the eldest daughter of Roy and
Florence Hanzawa. ‘They moved o Los
Angeles when she was 3 years old but
came back every year to the islands to
spend time with grandparents, aunts,
uncles and cousins. She remembers going
to bon dances, the warm summertime
months spent listening to her father sing
and play taiko drums at the Soto Mission
Temple in Nu'uanu. “I had the best of

both worlds because I was exposed o other
things living in California,” she says. “But
I always felt really misplaced because I felt
a real connection to Hawai'i, like this is
really my home.”

Hanzawa O'Neill went on to graduate
with an art history degree from University
of California, Los Angles, and as riming or
initiative would have it, a volunteer position
opened up at the Fine Aris Museums of San
Francisco. Hanzawa O'Neill jumped at
the chance to man one of the informartion
hotlines, pmviding inquiring callers details
on the blockbuster exhibitions showing
at the time. She soon worked her way up
to managing the phone bank and then
to a paid position as assistant volunteer
coordinator. "I really thought I had this
dream job, working in a museum after
everyone told me all I could do with an art
history degree was teach,” she says. Then her
boss told her about a job epening at Macy's
in Union Square in the puhlic relations and
special events department. “The only hitch
was that it was a six-month, temporary job.
But I didn’t have the five-year plan, and
so | was just really open w opportunitics.
... Growing up, my mother never told me
whar to do. She always just said to me, “You
can do it.” She didn't ask me if I thought |
could do it. So I think thac’s why I didn't
know about planning ahcad, because she
always gave me the freedom to find and
ﬁgurc 1t out m)'sclf. as well as instilled the
c‘.unﬁ(]cn(‘r in me to []‘Iil‘ll\' 1}1:!( I could do
whatever I wanted to do in my life. ... So
I went, interviewed for four hours, got the
job, and this six-month job ended up being

five years before 1 left.”

Macy’s ended up as a training ground
for Hanzawa O'Neill, what she calls the
Harvard of retail. Her first day on the job,
she was thrown into the fire = or rather,
the Howers. She was assigned to coordinate
Macy's Easter Flower Show, a lavish display
of pluming flowers, topiaries and other
verdant planc life, an overwhelming rask
for a young art history major. “I was given
so much responsibility my first day, I just
felt like T was drowning,” she recalls. “This
was the first time in my whole life thac 1
thought, I don't know if I can do this.”
[;]]I h&'lrk‘.'"i"‘c“ l)}]('l’\' 18] tll(‘sl“’ “'('lnl.\' I‘r('ll'['l
her mather, she did. From the ground up,
Hanzawa O’Neill successfully wok on
all of the position’s challenges: working
with Macy’s in-house PR and advertising
departments, aligning  window  displays
with print ads and visual merchandising;
hosting VIPs: dealing with security, guest
lists, ticket sales. Together with what she
calls “creative geniuses,” Hanzawa O'Neill
would help ro redefine Macy's San Francisco
a5 a I,'N.ll'\-"(_‘)"()r {)I- l.'l:.'iigll(.’l' g{)l']ds ;‘nll scr [l“:
deparument store to become a leader in the
fashion world. They achieved this through
coming up with innovative special events
like a tapestries exhibition in Berkeley held
in conjunction with a fashion show for
Missoni’s new line and a complete overhaul
from top to bottom (including plumbing) of
an abandoned warchouse to host the elegant
collection of Japanese designer Matsuda.

Al.l(_'l' fi\'L‘ '\'l'_':ll's. lllLd (][.\V}]:". SIIL' dl.'.‘&tl’il‘lt.’!i
as a politically motivated aumosphere and
in need of a change of pace, Hanzawa
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O'Neill up and left everything ar Macy’s

and made a break for Japan. And though
enthralled by the fashions there, after five
months, she came to the realization that
she was “Japanese from Hawai'i” and “not
Japanese from Japan,” and that “there was
a really big difference.” So she returned to
San Francisco 1}1inl\'ir1:_; she was going to be
a housewife and rake l':m]{ing classes and
such. But “I was not very successful at that,”
she says, “and fortunately my friends started
L;I”i['l:,_', L”'IL! lh'\'li“\ ]1”\\" i[ i'l” \f!l)\\'l):]lli'd.“
One of those friends happened o be
dan ()I(i I.E}IEC'.IE_"HL' I.ll!“‘ :\].iil.:_\"h W hl! went to
wul'l\' \-.'iLh l\lllilu.{ (.-.UJUI'.\ UII Ht.'[‘l:,'[[ul'l\ |
company known then for its conrroversial,
O’Neill

invited to produce a yearlong fashion tour

mulri-ethnic ads. Hanzawa was
for Benetton’s 25th anniversary, which took
her to five different cities, including New
York City, where she remains o this day.
Working on fashion shows and events for
indupumiun[ dcwigm'r'\ and ]:H'f_::' companies
alike, Hanzawa O’Neill has made name for
herself solely through word of mouth. A big
part of her business is taking parr in New
York Fashion Week.

Hanzawa O'Neill has worked every
NY Fashion Week since its inception in
1994, when it hadn’t even :_;.nnnl the name
ir's known by now. Inidally called Market
Week, it originated when designers opened
up their showrooms to L“\Pl,l\' their current

collections for buyers and press. Back then,

O'Neill

shows within the individual show rooms.

Hanzawa coordinated fashion
According to her, and as documented in
The Tents, which chronicled the beginnings
of NY Fashion Week and how it positioned
the city to become one of the leading
fashion capirals in the world, NY Fashion
We

cenrral location for press and buyers o

L’ grew out ot Iln' lIL‘hi.I'L' [£4] 11;1\'\' onc

converge. That location eventually became
Bryant h;lll:_::.‘l'.
This past fall, Hanzawa O'Neill produced
17 shows, from womenswear designers like
BCBG, Hervé Léger and Vivienne Tam
to menswear shows for ['n_'rl'_\' Ellis, Todd
Snyder and Duckic Brown. "You only
have this short window of time to produce
the show,” she says. “We have just three
hours to get the show up and running,
and somctimes its a huge, 300-degree
turnover from the show before.” And setup
is just the beginning. “We have to move the
collecrion in, bring in models, usually over
20 of them, hair and makeup teams, nails
and I mean that could be like 35 people
right there — and then we have the dressers,
backstage PR, VIPs, photographers. 1t’s kind
of all just organized chaos.” For her part,
Hanzawa O'Neill oversees L'\'L']'I\'[hini_“ and is
responsible for getting the show going, This
ih \\'I]\'” hC[' “;_il(’]lit f.L'I'I‘I i\i-& |'\\'1 I“I‘ 4 term |.|.C|'
husband Bobby coined 1o describe the way
she works. “When there's so much chaos, |
ger really calm, sorr of into this meditative

stare, becausce if I reacr, then everybody clse
is going (o react. | cannot be hysterical.”
Hanzawa O'Neill and her team have been
working on this for months, the designers
even longer, so it’s a satisfying moment 1o
build to. Everyone works to that point,
be ready for that moment. And then the
show srarts.

“I've been duing this for so lun;. but
its still really exciting,” she says. “It is
formulaic, but whar makes it different is
the }1\1:}3](." ']h(:ug]] she's worked in the
tents, some lii‘ h{'[ IMoOst n‘lL’”]l]['L!hlL‘ ‘il]”\\‘\
hn\'L' I"ﬂ_‘i.'n \\'i!l'\ .\'(Tl]ﬂlﬁ_“. ill\—:ilh{—l'ﬂltﬂ‘hﬁ
like .\“gl!c] who

L]LIiLL’.]I\' L'.{l'.{l‘l]]lt't{ o E‘ilﬂl(' o h(’(.[]['['ll.‘ [ht'

dmignw'.\, Androver,
fashion darling of the likes of Vogue editor-
in-chief Anna Wintour for transforming
items into wearable pieces of art (a Louis
Vuitton handbag into a skirt; a frock from
Quentin Crisp's discarded martress ticking)
Hanzawa O'Neill produced his first show,
which was held in a licde theater in a
Hispanic part of town. “Then all his clothes
were |1|‘nu‘s;|n in on broken broomsricks h_\'
his friends, and his father, his sweet father,
WS SW t‘t‘}!irlg Ul' <l|| [h(' (]|'i('({ },,’.l"\'l.‘\.'-(.'.\-, W h]th
was \\'h;il r|1:_' Ser was m.uic flrum. thar had
fallen around the runway,” she says. “I
remember Alexander McQueen was there
with his lictle L]'l.kpu.u:tf}h; [nstamatic camera,
burt thar first show was nor L':Jmplru']}' full,
not even all the editors were there. ... Then

the collection was brought out, and oh



[ remember Alexander McQueen was there with his
little disposable Instamatic camera, but that first show,
not even all the editors were there. Then the collection

was brought out, and it was just unbelievable. It was

couture. And then of course his second show, Anna

Wintour came with ber fur coat on.

my god, it was just unbelievable. I said to
myself, [ get it now — it’s couture. And then,
of course his second show,” she continues,
“Anna Wintour came with her fur coat on.”

Producing fashion shows for real has also
spun off to consulting on producing staged
fashion shows for TV. Probably the most
beloved by fans, and most infamous, is her
work for Sex and the City. Dichard Sex and
the City fans, you know the one: Margaret
Cho plays Lynne Cameron, “a much sought-
afier fashion show producer as valuable to a
show’s success as Valium or Velcro:™ Carrie
models a set of sheer rhinestone underwear
alongside Heidi Klum, trips and falls (“She’s
fashion road kill!”). The character played by
Cho was modeled after Hanzawa O’Neill,
who Sex and the City writer and producer
Michael Parrick King shadowed during
fashion week. For the record, Hanzawa
O'Neill says, “Margaret Cho is not aloha zen
at all. That was Margarcc Cho channcling
me. She's the potry mouth version of me.”
That year, 2001, Sex and the Ciry received
is first Emmy award for outstanding
comedy series.

Hanzawa O'Neill attributes much of her
success to spending time in Hawai'i growing
up. “I think whart I've been able to get from
Hawai'i is the aloha spirit, and I think that
carrics over every day to whoever 1 meet.
It so casy to get wrapped up in the fashion
and glamour of it all, butr I can always tell
people from Hawai'i right away. It’s just thac

aloha spirit.” 1 ask her to explain, and she
says: "lt's the warmth, the friendliness, not
the attitude. Ic's wanting to help people, to
connect with people. You feel that as soon as
you mect them. | just feel when [ see people
from Hawai'i, I'm back home again, back
home in Hawai‘i.”

It is that permeating sense of aloha
spirit that prompts Hanzawa O'Neill to
help out wherever she can. On her recent
uip home, she was immediately corralled
onto the steering committee for Hawai'i
Fashion Month, which is being organized
in collaboration with the state Deparument
ol Business, Economic Development and
Tourism and Hawaii Fashion Incubator,
on which she serves on the advisory board.
To be held this October, Hawai'i Fashion
Months goal will be to stimulate crearive
sectors in fashion garment and jewelry design
industries and encourage local merchants to
celebrare made-in-FHawai'i fashions.

She also serves as the at-large director
for the Japanese Culwral Center of
Hawaii. It's her way of honoring the
heritage of her grandparents, who left
Japan 1o make Hawai'i their home. 1 feel
that it’s important to preserve the history
and culture of the first generation of
Japanese, who were the seminal generation
of the ever-evolving and unique Japanese-
American history in Hawai‘i. My Hanzawa
grandparents  came Fukushima
and my Nekomoto grandparents came

fmm

from Hiroshima. I admire and appreciare
their bravery and pioneering spirit, and |
am proud to be part of their legacy.”

As a way to honor her father, she is an the
board for the Honolulu Fukushima Kenjin
Kai. “My father was a big influence on me
because he taught me a lot of discipline, He
taught me how to rthrow the foatball, play
bascball, basketball, w swim perlecdy. ... |
used to call him ‘Coach.” But it wasn't about
finding the perfect stroke or throwing the
bullet, it was abourt the (lisrip]ine of dning it,
giving it your all and urying o hind perfection
in whatever you do.” Like her mother, her
father worked until late in his life, until he
was 75 years old, as a groundskeeper for the
aquarium. He only retired when he broke his
femur after a fall from a ladder while trying
to trim the aquariums hau tree. “You know,
before, when I was young, it was always,
“What's your five year plan?” Now, its, "When
are you going to retire” she muses. “But |
don’t even think about retirement, because of
how my parents are. They just enjoy their life.”

She continues: “My parents are both
such great role models for me. They're both
full of the aloha spirit, so yes, I guess I get it
from them too.” Lucky for us, and Hawai‘i’s
future in fashion, Hanzawa O'Neill's career
is just geuting started.
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