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I dedicate my thesis to my family. 
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Mobility. Adaptation. Preservation. These are the themes embodied in Heritage, a traveling dinner experience that pays tribute 
to the artist’s family and home. Drawing from Japanese-American and Hawaiian culture, family memories, both spoken and not, the piece explores 
ways to recapture a sense of home in the absence of family. “Heritage” is a series of technology free “family dinners”.   The mobile dinner kit was 
built with Japanese and Hawaiian materials and recycled family artifacts.  It allows the artist to stage dinners that connect the present to her past and 
to establish a new ritual that recognizes friends as family.  “Heritage” is a unique dinner experience that reflects the artist’s own ability to be mobile, 
moving away from home, adapting to new cultures, and preserving values passed down through generations.



“Clack, clack, clack, clack,” the sound of wheels 
rolling across the subway platform tiles make a repetitive 
soundtrack as I pull Heritage throughout the station. People 
glance as I pass, turning their heads, with questioning looks in 
their eyes about what sits in the large red bag.  What they see 
is a waist-high square object, sitting on a set of four wheels, 
tied at the top with a white braided rope. What they do not see 
is what is inside--a technology-free mobile dinner experience. 
The components of a dinner; the utensils, food, seats, and 
table, used to share my heritage with others and illustrate how 
technology impacts social interaction among family members 
and friends. Handles on the sides help me carry Heritage up 
and down the subway stairs, over the turnstile, and into the 
train cars. The struggle to move Heritage throughout the city, 
to different destinations in Brooklyn, Queens, and Manhattan, 
reflects how I have been mobile, moving farther away 
from home. The journey is not easy, but with every bumpy 
sidewalk, stairway to climb, and every dinner, something old 
is carried on, and something new is learned. 



HERITAGE

         A heritage is something that is inherited and passed down to 
younger generations. My thesis is an exploration of how “family dinner” 
has become part of something I consider my heritage. These rituals that 
I take with me as I move from place to place have allowed me to stay 
connected to my home and values no matter where I am.
 My home and family history has been an influential part of my 
identity as a person and artist. Growing up in Hawaii, I was fortunate to 
be live in a very tight-knit community. 
My childhood was spent alongside people of different races and 
ethnicities. Hawaii is a rich, unique, and nurturing experience where 
individual groups blend together to form the unique culture of Hawaii.

Hawaii, long ago home to only the Native Hawaiians, is now a 
mixture of people from a diverse assemblage of ethnic backgrounds. In 
the late 1800’s, at the time of the rising sugar cane industry, Japanese 
and others migrated to Hawaii to work on the plantations.  After the 
plantation contracts ended, many of these people, intending to return 
back to their home countries, did not have enough money to do so. 
These families settled in Hawaii.  The result of seemingly unfortunate 
circumstances has actually made Hawaii what it is today—perhaps 
America’s truest melting pot.1   
 As beautiful and picturesque as Hawaii is, opportunities both 
social and professional, are limited.  Leaving the security of my small 
community has opened my eyes to the world. Moving away from Hawaii 
has allowed me to value the experiences and support I had there, and give 
me the confidence to tackle new challenges. 

The physical and psychic comfort and warmth of Hawaii is 
difficult for me to access in New York. In Hawaii this can be described 
as aloha, the simple Hawaiian greeting that expresses hello’s, goodbyes, 
and love. I have often wondered where all the “aloha” is here and even in 
my former home in San Diego, California.  Heritage attempts to recreate 
my sense of a close community with new friends in my new place.
 With a yearning for the feeling of home in a new space, I chose 
to use objects and artifacts from my home to create new experiences 
here in New York.  Each of the objects and items designed reflect a 

1  Dorrance, William H., and Francis Swanzy. Morgan. Sugar Islands: The 165-
year Story of Sugar in Hawaiʻi. Honolulu, Hawaiʻi: Mutual Pub., 2000. Print, p.1-7.

series of childhood memories and experiences from my past. This is my 
story of how I struggled, just as my ancestors did, to find my place in a 
new homeland, while carrying forward my traditions and also forming a 
lifestyle of my own.2

PUKALANI

On the slopes of Haleakala on the island of Maui, there is a 
town called Pukalani.  Pukalani is the place of my first childhood home. 
Nestled between tall sugarcane fields and the 16th green of the Pukalani 
Golf course, stands a white two-story home. Although I only lived there 
until I was three-years old, I have vivid memories of moments in that 
house. I remember falling down the stairs running after a ball, and going 
on Easter egg hunts in our yard. I remember staying up late singing 
Japanese songs with my Grandma and listening to myself on repeat on 
her stereo. I remember looking outside the window, waiting for Mom and 
Dad to come home from work so we could eat dinner at the table. It was 
in this house that my family was created, and it was also in this house 
that my family separated. 

One evening, the whole family gathered downstairs.  This 
included my mom, dad, and siblings Jason and Jessica.  As I watched 
my brother roll back and forth as he sat on a basketball, I heard, “We 
are getting a divorce.”  I know at the age of three, I had no idea what the 
word “divorce” meant, but it became clear as we packed up and moved 
out of that house.  My dad stayed in our Pukalani home and my mom, 
siblings, and grandparents moved out.  My dad would come pick us up 
and we would hang out during the day together; play tennis at the park, 
or go fishing with a loaf of bread at the harbor.  The nuclear family unit I 
had the first three years of my life was a memory; however, we were still 
a family in our own way.

MISSING

         I was only three in August 1993, but I remember being shown a 
newspaper.  “You see here,” my mom said as she pointed to an article 
on the page, “they are looking for him. They are looking for your dad.”  
Everyone was looking for him.  We were back at our Pukalani house 
2  Hazama, Dorothy, and Jane Okamoto. Komeiji. Okage Sama De: The 
Japanese in Hawai'i, 1885-1985. Honolulu, HI: Bess, 1986. Print, p. xxi.



again, where Dad should have been. There were lots of people gathered 
downstairs in the family room.  My dad, Gerald Matsumoto, was 
missing.  But, where did he go, and why?
         The police, our family and friends spent days looking for him.  
Family friends walked and went looking in the nearby gulches, but there 
was no trace of him anywhere.  They never found my father.  He left 
his truck, keys, and personal belongings at home, in Pukalani.  The only 
thing missing was him. 

We were all very young, but there was a theory why they never 
found my father.  We lived near the sugar cane fields that were burned 
and harvested regularly.  Although very uncommon, it is believed that 
my dad went walking in those fields.  If he did, his remains would have 
gotten burned with the sugar cane and his ashes spread into the land, 
no trace of him to be found.  This has always been the story I heard and 
believed.  It is the most logical story I have ever heard and until this day, 

it is what I believe.  Wherever he was, he was no longer with us, and 
although I was only 3-years old, I understood that.  I knew he wasn’t 
coming back and my family now had no father.

DINNER RULES

In the absence of my father, there was an increase in the 
importance of the presence of the remaining family members - most 
importantly, my mother.  Everyday my mom enforced the importance of 
nightly family dinners.  Even in the Pukalani house with my Dad, we had 
dinner together, but those are not the ones I remember.  I remember the 
dinners that came after. 

Our dinners were not special in any way, but there were rules.  We 
ate dinner at the same table, without the distraction of TV.  If the phone 
rang, we would answer and call back later. Family dinner was a time for 

Figure 1 Our first family home in Pukalani, Maui.



us to talk to each other. With varying schedules for every member of the 
family, it required effort to be together.  My mom would sometimes leave 
early to go to work leaving my grandparents to get us to school.  Often, 
dinner was the first time we were all together as a family all day.

Family dinner was not just a daily family ritual but it became 
part of a tradition. As we got older, the rules were understood and did 
not need to be repeated.  “Cultures as well as the social structures and 
patterns of behavior that make them up do not exist of themselves, or do 
they come from nowhere,” but rather they come from people who create 
them for a purpose.3  My mom was very strict with my sibling and me 
but for a purpose.  In the absence of my father, she wanted to make sure 
there still was structure and routine all of us could depend upon.  

When we got older and had activities and sports after school, we 
did not always get home at the same time.  We would always try to wait, 
but if it became too late, it was not possible.  If this was the case, my 
mom made sure that no one ate alone.  She would have us sit together 
with the person eating, or she would sit there herself.  Whoever it was, 
there was always someone to talk to at the table, to support and reflect on 
the day’s activities.

My family experience, directed by my mother and completed by 

3  Shaughnessy, James D. The Roots of Ritual. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
1973. Print, p. 147-148.

my brother, sister and grandparents, was strong and nurturing.  In the 
book, “It Takes a Village,” by Hillary Clinton, she writes, “families shape 
our futures; our early family experiences heavily influence, and to a 
degree determine how we forever after think and behave...it is important 
for us to try to understand the personal and social forces that formed 
our own families.”4   I believe it was my early family experiences that 
influenced me as I grew up and moved away. As I got older, I was also 
able to understand the importance of my mom’s family rituals. 

While the questions about my father remained unasked and 
unspoken, my mom held our family together, and from my youngest 
child’s viewpoint, almost effortlessly.  Providing rituals and routines, the 
most important being family dinner, was one-way mom created stability 
in our family routine.

DIFFERENT

There was an unspoken understanding of what happened and my 
siblings and I were fine. I never felt different growing up because my 
mom kept our family on an even keel.  As a single parent, she played the 
roles of both parents.  My mom was faced with a difficult task as a single 
parent with “no set formula for parenting success.”5  She was the mom 
and the dad, providing for the whole family.  Our family was different.

My middle school years started in the year 2000 - a new school, 
making new friends.  For the first time, I started to realize my family was 
different.  My new friends would sometimes ask me about my dad.  Now 
that I was older saying I did not have one was not enough.

Amongst my new friends I was the only one with a divorced, 
single parent.  I was also the only person with an absent father.  I started 
to not talk about him at all, and eventually people stopped asking 
questions.  The story of my dad became a difficult one to tell.  I think a 
lot of people did not believe me.  Eventually my friends stopped asking 
questions. 

From that moment on, it was not an easy subject to bring up or 
talk about.  I found myself concealing my family history, rather than 
4  Clinton, Hillary Rodham. It Takes a Village: And Other Lessons Children 
Teach Us. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2006. Print, p.27.
5  Clinton, Hillary Rodham. It Takes a Village: And Other Lessons Children 
Teach Us. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2006. Print, p. 39.

Figure 2 One of the last photos we took as a family. At the age of three, my dad disappeared. They never 
found my father. He left his truck, keys, and personal belongings at home. The only thing missing was him. 
Wherever he was, he was no longer with us. Pictured above from left to right: Grandpa Watanabe, Dad, 
Jennifer, Grandpa Matsumoto, Jessica, Mom, Grandma Watanabe, Jason, Grandma Matsumoto, Uncle Mike.



sharing it.  After many years and accepting my past, these dinners have 
now become a way for me to share with others and have them understand 
who I am, maybe in a way they may never knew before.  The family 
dinners give me a sense of comfort and belonging that allows me to feel 
safe enough to let my guard down.

PRESENT, AGAIN
 
In the mobile dinner experience, I found a way to include my missing 
father, giving him a presence in the dinners.  One of the traditional 
Japanese habits is sitting on the floor while eating at a low table.  Guests 
sit on zabuton, or Japanese floor cushions.  In making the floor cushions 
for Heritage I cut and repurposed my father’s shirts to create covers for 
the floor cushions.

After my father passed away, his mother kept his belongings 
together, not throwing away anything.  Neatly packed away, she had his 
jackets, pants, shirts, and even socks placed in storage. A few years ago, 
I collected a few of his things, including his collared shirts, to keep as 
a memory of my father.  Without many vivid memories of my own, I 
can only keep physical objects.  In the absence of my father’s physical 
presence, he is able to be present through his representation in the 
material used to create the zabuton covers.

BEING JAPANESE

As a fifth generation Japanese American there were habits I was 
taught growing up that were part of “being Japanese.”  Although very 
distant from Japan, my family made it a point to continue several long-
standing traditions and values of the Japanese culture.  As “many rituals 
disappeared as immigrants resided for longer periods of time in the 
United States,”6 I cannot say the same is true in my family.  Along with 
the acculturation of my Japanese and Hawaiian cultures, my childhood 
was still formed around family traditions.  My maternal grandma 
especially stressed the importance of the grandchildren knowing about 
their heritage and learning about Japanese rituals. 
         I am 100% Japanese but I never visited Japan; in fact, I have 

6  Pleck, Elizabeth H. Celebrating the Family: Ethnicity, Consumer Culture, and 
Family Rituals. Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 2000. Print, p. 238-239.



never left the U.S. and never owned a passport.  My family taught me 
everything I know about being Japanese.  More specifically, my maternal 
grandma, Florence Yayoi Watanabe, Grandma, G-Flo (short for Grandma 
Flo), taught me the most of everything I know.  Constantly immersed 
in learning the culture through my Grandma and other family rituals, I 
always felt the most Japanese of my friends.    

One family tradition done by the women in the family is 
traditional Japanese classical dancing.  Beginning with my great-
grandmother, each generation thereafter has learned the techniques of this 
Japanese dance and performed.  My mother began when she was only 
three, and my sister and I started when I was four years old.  We had to 
attend practice that I only saw as a burden cutting into my playtime on 
the weekends.  Going to Japanese dance was always a challenge because 
I rarely wanted to go.  I would reluctantly get up early in the morning 
to attend classes on the weekends.  When most of my friends were out 
at the beach or having fun, I spent an hour of my weekends learning 
Japanese dance.  Sometimes, embarrassed and nervous, these practices 
and performances became an extension to learning about my culture in 
an untraditional classroom.

As I got older, I found the value and importance of the learning 
to “be Japanese.”  My grandma only started teaching me what she 
could, but there is so much more for me to learn.  After taking Japanese 
language classes in high school and college, I still can’t carry on a 
conversation with my Grandma.  She speaks to me in Japanese, I respond 
in English.  Yet, as I have left my family, where all these cultural pillars 
of our household are present, I yearn for them in their absence.  My 
Grandma always says, “one day you are going to be doing something and 
think, ‘That’s what Grandma said.’”  I hate to admit it, but she is right. 
         Living away from home in an absence from my family forces 
me to create my own home, away from home. Just like the way family 
dinners provided a family structure and constant throughout my 
childhood, being Japanese has taught me to maintain and remember my 
culture, no matter where I am. 

OUR SUNDAY SERVICE

            “Can someone call Grandma and tell her we are coming at 
10:30?” My mom would yell from her room to one of her three children.  

Figure 3 Inspired by the Japanese ‘Zabuton’, the floor cushions are covered using my Dad‘s old Polo 
shirts. In the absence of my father’s physical presence, he is able to be present again, spiritually. The 
cloth that holds the piece of the mobile table together is made from my Mom’s childhood ‘kimono’ 
fabrics. Pictured in the middle photo with her sisters, my Mom is on the right.  As part of our heritage, 
Japanese dance is something we were expected to do, and I did from the age three to twenty. 



Figure 4 As a Buddhist, my Grandma had an altar in her home. Week after week, years after years, I would stare at the picture as I prayed.  When I think of my Dad, I think of that picture—his greying 
hair and wearing his red polo shirt, smiling and staring back at me. 



When friends and neighbors were getting ready to go to Sunday service 
at church, my family was getting ready to go Grandma Matsumoto’s.
         After my Dad passed away, Sunday mornings were reserved 
for spending time with my Grandma Matsumoto.  With my maternal 
Grandma sharing with me more cultural rituals, my paternal Grandma, 
Yukino Matsumoto, shared with me spiritual values.  My mom drove 
us all to her house and picked up my Grandma who was always ready 
and waiting in the garage.  As we pulled into her driveway, she walked 
out with a small bag in one hand and a bouquet of flowers wrapped in 
newspaper.  We headed to the cemetery, as we did every week to put 
flowers for our ancestors.
         Since Grandma Matsumoto did not drive, my Mom took her, 
along with all of us to the cemetery every week.  Just a few blocks 
down from my Grandma’s house, the Matsumoto ancestors were in the 
columbarium, the room for urns, at the local cemetery.  We could have 
easily skipped over this Sunday routine, but it was important for my 
Grandma, and soon became important to us.  Rather than being a chore, it 
was a moment that we could all be together as a family.
         “Jason and Jessica, go fill the vases with fresh water and Jennifer 
you can put the flowers in,” is something Grandma would often say.  She 
was good about giving everyone a job to keep us busy.  I loved helping 
my Grandma by arranging the flowers.  Grandma always had a variety of 
tropical anthuriums, orchids, red ginger, and leafy greenery all from her 
own garden at home.  There was always five of a kind, so each vase got 
the same, even amount of flowers.
         Once we were done, my mom had to put them back up on the 
wall.  She was the tallest, and the only person who could reach the high 
hooks to hang the flowers.  Soon my brother grew, and then my sister, 
and finally me, then we could all help and take turns hanging the flowers.  
Before leaving, we would light a candle and burn incense, praying in 
front of each niche for a few seconds.  My Grandma uttered Buddhist 
prayers under her breath, while we put our hands together and prayed 
in silence, honoring those who came before us.  My great-grandparents, 
great-aunts, and uncles were there, along with Grandpa Matsumoto.  
Everyone was there, except for my Dad.  For him, we returned to 
Grandma’s house.

Sometimes, we would stay for a few hours, other times, just 
drop by to say hello, but every time we prayed.  As a Buddhist, she had 

an altar in her home where we prayed for our great grandparents and 
of course, my dad.  There was often a fight over who got to pray first.  
Looking into the black and gold altar, Grandma had small pictures and 
flowers she changed weekly.

Without the recovery of his body, my dad was never buried, and 
there was no gravesite.  Instead, we had a picture by my Grandma’s altar.  
Week after week, years after years, I would stare at his picture as I pray.  
When I think of my Dad, I think of that picture—his greying hair and 
wearing his red polo shirt, smiling and staring back at me. 

My family doesn’t go to church, but we learned from visits to 
Grandma Matsumoto’s house.  Years later, Grandma has passed away and 
Sundays are still reserved for Grandma Matsumoto.  Although we do not 
go to the graveyard as often as we should when my siblings and I are at 
home, we still go to Grandma’s for our own Sunday service.  

GIVING A GIFT

From dinners to Japanese dance to praying at my Grandma’s 
house, I was raised participating in family rituals.  As I create a new 

Figure 5 The mobile table wrapped in the furoshiki I made using family kimonos.



ritual for myself, having dinners with friends in the city, I am giving 
a piece of myself to the participants.  When I carry the mobile dinner 
experience, it is wrapped in an oversized piece of fabric, traditionally 
known in Japanese culture as a furoshiki.  

A furoshiki is a Japanese wrapping cloth made from anything 
from cotton to printed silks.  This cloth is a simple square that is tied to 
transport clothes, gifts, food, or other goods.  In my project the  is used 
to conceal the mobile table during transportation. Once at the dinner 
location, it will be unwrapped and will serve as a place to sit. 

The furoshiki for the traveling table was made from my mother’s 
Japanese kimono from her childhood.  I carefully took apart and sewed 
the fabric from the kimono back together, taking a piece from my 
Japanese ritual influenced by my mother, and representing it in this new 
experience in the city.  As I bring this table to my guests, it is a gift, using 
past rituals to form new ones.

MOVING

The first time I moved away from home was to attend college at 
the University of San Diego in 2007.  In my first year away, I became 
very homesick.  I yearned for my family and friends.  I made new friends 
in college, but there was an absence of something else - the absence of 
family. 

What I missed was the feeling of “family dinner.”  The ritual of 
getting together every night became programmed into my life and now 
that it was gone, I noticed how important it was. Just as the absence of 
my father increased the importance of my present family, in the absence 
of my family I had to search for something else - friends.

Soon, getting together with the friends I made who were also 
from Hawaii was important.  Joining the Hawaii club at my school’s 
campus and finding a new sense of “family” helped me get through the 
homesickness.  We started our own rituals, having dinners once a week 
and making some of our local foods from home.  I also started having 
regular dinners with a few of my other close friends.  Rather than going 
home to a physical space we recreated a feeling. “Home is not so much 
a physical space but a concept of mind, and perhaps a community in 
which one is at ease, a concept or community that we must forge for 

ourselves.”7  The emptiness I felt from being away with my family 
slowly changed, and I became more comfortable away from home as my 
college years continued.

PLEASE REMOVE YOUR SHOES

At the University of San Diego, I studied Visual Communications. 
I drew inspiration from my home in my work.  My work started to blend 
two cultures.  I used my design projects as a way to teach and inform 
others about Hawaii and the special culture where I was raised. 

During my senior year, my thesis was titled “Please Remove Your 
Shoes.”  In Hawaii, it is a ritual to remove your shoes before entering a 
person’s home.  This project was centered around a dinner table in the 
middle of the gallery, the importance of dinner conversation.  Rather than 
inviting everyone into my home, I invited him or her into my show to 
discuss my work.

I learned a lot about my Japanese heritage and culture in these 

7  Susan Groag Bell, Between Worlds. Czechoslovakia, England, America (New 
York: Dutton 1991), p.226.

Figure 6 Please Remove Your Shoes, my undergraduate thesis in a gallery at the University of San 
Diego, 2011.



conversations at the dinner table.  “Please Remove Your Shoes,” was 
my invitation for people to step into my culture and learn about my past.  
This exploration was about who I was as an artist and designer. 

ON THE MOVE, AGAIN

Family dinner has played a consistent role in my life.  Now that 
I am older I see it as an important ritual that has become part of my 
family heritage.  I look forward to carrying on family dinners in the 
same fashion that my mom did - without technology and with a focus on 
conversation.  “Our new experience of place is apparent as we travel,” 
Sherry Turkle says in the book “Along Together.”  “Leaving home has 
always been a way to see one’s own culture anew,” and for me, it has 
been a way to reflect on my past and overlaying it with the present.8

In 2013, I am here in New York City, a new place, with new 
people. The essence of “family dinner” still remains an important part 
of my life, and the core of my thesis.  Things are coming full circle.  I 
am returning to the discussion of what dinner is like without my father.  
The unspoken subjects are becoming the topics of my dinners with new 
people as I plan the next steps in my project.  I created a mobile table 
to take with me, from home-to-home just as I take the ritual of family 
dinner with me from my home in Hawaii to the new cities where I live. 

NEW YORK CITY

“Life begins at the end of your comfort zone.” --Neale Donald Walsch

“I live in New York City.”  Those are words I never expected 
to come from my mouth.  I was happy in California.  I wanted to stay 
there, but I also wanted to go to graduate school. When I decided to go 
to Parsons, it meant big changes in my life.  I was moving farther away 
from my hometown and leaving behind the comfort of California.

New York was a place where I had to get used to a new me.  The 
tall buildings hover over you as if they are watching your every move.  
Walking in the city becomes a challenge because there are people to 

8  Turkle, Sherry. Alone Together: Why We Expect More from 
Technology and Less from Each Other. New York: Basic, 2011. Print, p. 
156.

dodge on the sidewalks and taxicabs to dodge in the streets.  The fast-
paced lifestyle brings endless energy and life to the people in the city, but 
also exhausts you on a daily basis.  There is always something to do or a 
new place to see.  There is nothing small about living in the “Big Apple,” 
except maybe the apartments.  Apartments in Manhattan are compact 
spaces and people play the game of creatively making use of every 
little space.  I went from always driving in my own car to taking public 
transportation everyday where a crowded subway leaves little room for 
personal space.

When I moved to New York, I removed myself from my comfort 
zone.  This was the first time I wasn’t going to be surrounded by people I 
knew.  This was the first time I experienced changing seasons and seeing 
snow fall from the sky.  There have been two hurricanes, an earthquake, 
and many other firsts that came with moving to the east coast.  With 
each of these experiences, I learned to adjust my lifestyle.  Once again, 
I searched to find balance of the old and new, constantly in a struggle to 
find “home” in a brand new place. 

DINNER WITH DAVID

The first day of the sixth grade at a new school and the second 
class of the day was science.  The nerves of being in a new place and 
having to fit into a new crowd were settling inside of me.  I walked in the 
door and scanned the room for an open seat.  I don’t remember whom 
I sat next to that day, but I do remember meeting my classmates for the 
first time.  As the teacher called student names from his roster, I looked 
around trying to put names to faces.  What I did not know then was that 
some of those classmates would become some of the best friends I have 
in my life.

There were a couple of friends I made in that sixth grade science 
class, but one in particular is David Choi.  In the sixth grade, David was 
short, soft-spoken, half-Chinese, half-Japanese and one of the brightest 
students in the class.  I would always call David for homework help or 
just copy the correct answers.  In social studies class, we had dishonest 
moments when David and I would secretly give each other looks during 
quizzes to double check our answers.

Today, David has grown from being the shy sixth grader, to just 
shy of six-feet.  Although David and I didn’t keep in touch as much in 



college, we always tried to keep our ties to home close, since we were all 
uprooted from our families.  There were times David and I went months 
without talking, but when we did, it was as if nothing changed. 

Before the second semester of grad school, I spent time in 
California before coming back to New York.  I planned to have dinner 
with David and another girl-friend, Claire, from college. We met at a 
restaurant and right when we were seated and settled at our table David 
said, “I have something to ask you guys.”

Not knowing what to expect, he continued by asking us if we 
would surrender our phones for the duration of dinner.  David didn’t just 
want us to put our phone away, but keep it on his side of the table.  Claire 
and I cooperated; also giving David our purses so there was nothing for 
us to be distracted by or look through during dinner.  For the rest of the 
meal, David, Claire and I, talked to one another without our cell phones 
as an added distraction.  Thanks to David’s dinner request, the hour we 
spent at dinner, disconnected us from everyone else, but helped us to 
reconnect with one another.

That night, I was pleasantly surprised by David’s request.  After 
all these years of our friendship, I never thought David, the silly boy 
from the sixth grade, cared about things like texting at the table.  As 
friends, we were always very casual with each other.  However, this 
dinner without our phones, distinguished there was a level of importance 
and value.  David, Claire and I did not get together often and he wanted 
us to appreciate the time we had together. Although I do not remember 
much of what we talked about at that dinner, I will never forget how this 
experience with David reminded me of my family dinners at home.

All these years, I only associated technology-free dinners with 
my family, never with friends.  But why should I give any less attention 
to my friends than I do with my family? After all, I consider David, 
and many of my friends to be my family.  While at home, my mom was 
the enforcer of dinner rules, that night it was David.  Looking back, 
this dinner with David and Claire is the very core of my thesis - in the 
absence of family, carrying on the ritual of family dinner with friends.
         The dinner I had with David left a lasting impression.  It made 
me realize there are many moments I take for granted with my friends, 
but there are simple things I can do to change.  This dinner brought 
back memories of my childhood and that is what is what I want to share 
through my thesis.  In some ways, this dinner, months before the thesis 

process started, was the first of many more to come.  The feeling of being 
with friends and sharing memories and stories is at the very base of what 
my dinners in the city attempt to capture.

THE MOBILE TABLE

Before holding the dinners and forming the new ritual, there 
was the process of designing the mobile table.  I based my design of 
the mobile table off of the form and function of a Japanese bento box.  
The history of the bento box dates back to the 1600s, when farmers, 
harvesters and other workers needed to carry their food with them when 
they traveled away from home during the day.[1]  Just as I took the table 
with me to different places, the function of the bento box is to easily 
transport food.  The bento box is separated into different compartments 
for different foods and stackable for easy travel.  Throughout the years 
the bento box has evolved into many different shapes, forms, and 
materials. 
         With the design of a bento box in mind, the table holds separate 
compartments for different purposes. The table is composed of two 
square boxes that stack together for easy transport.  The separate units 
stand alone, but when put together form a table surface for four people.

One box holds the floor cushions, and the other the objects 
necessary to have the dinners—the plates, forks, knives, spoons, 
chopsticks, cups and most importantly the food.  The meal brought to 
each dinner is determined by the participant’s responses to a pre-dinner 
conversation.  The food is especially important because I am hoping 
to bring a piece of the participant’s memory in the food that is shared 
over the meal.  My aim is to bring a dish or meal that holds personal 
significance for the participant(s), allowing them to think of and recall 
dinners they had at home.  Together they can tell me about their family 
dinner memories as we simultaneously create a new one. 

After doing a few dinners with friends, I decided that simply 
having people put away their phones still remains too tempting to look 
at during dinner.  By putting their phones in a box, the guests will not 
have the temptation to look at their phone and can focus on the dinner 
conversation and experience.  As the dinner objects necessary to have 
the meal come out of this compartment, the unnecessary objects, or the 
mobile phones, will go on.  They remain there until the dinner is over. 



MAKING THE BOX
 The wood used to make the box came from Hawaii.  I chose to 
use this special wood, Paulownia, or known as kiri wood in Japanese, 
because of its prominent use in Japanese cabinetry and furniture.  
Paulownia wood is special because of its durability, while also being very 
lightweight. This made it very fitting for the traveling dinner, as well as 
having roots in Hawaii.  
 I was able to get the Paulownia wood from a surfboard shaper in 
Hawaii and have it shipped to my home on Maui.  On Maui, I enlisted the 
help of a family friend and my middle school woodshop teacher, I was 
able to cut down and prepare the pieces to transport back to New York. 
Enlisting the help from people of my community illustrates the support 
I have there.  After the wood traveled with me from Hawaii, I assembled 
the pieces alone to create finished the boxes.

THE RITUAL
        
 The goal for having dinner with other people is not just to get to 
repeat a childhood memory of my own, but also tap into the memory of 
my dinner guests.  “People are inventing new families to live by as well 
as with. The old images and rituals are changing even as new ones are 
coming into being.”9  I am taking pieces of my past, and mixing them 
with my present routine, creating a new ritual with friends.  The table 
becomes an object that elicits social and personal exchange between the 
dinner guests and myself.  Through questions I will ask before and during 
dinner, the participants will hopefully think back to their childhood and 
what family dinner meant to them.

In my house, dinnertime was family time.  When we ate dinner, 
there was one rule--no watching TV.  My mom enforced this, even going 
so far as not including a TV anywhere near the dining room table.  Even 
if someone got a phone call, they had to call back later.  Dinner was the 
one time my family got together all day and there was an emphasis on 
talking to each other. 

The television might not be as big of an issue as a mobile phone.  
Through my own observations, it is rare to see people having dinners 
without a cellphone on the table.  People constantly look at their phones, 

9  Gillis, John R. A World of Their Own Making: Myth, Ritual, and the Quest for 
Family Values. New York: Basic, 1996. Print, p.226.

Figure 7 Built with the help of people in my community on Maui the table represents a piece 
of home that traveled with me.  Famiy friend Uncle Howard and my middle school woodshop 
teacher, Mr. Suter helped to cut the pieces for me needed to make the box.. 



browsing the Internet, playing games or pulling them out to check for 
messages.  Although it is becoming more acceptable, there are still times 
phones should be put away.  In my dinners, I will continue my mom’s 
rules in my own way.

Today, there is a constant need to “be connected.”  As people try 
to keep up with new technology, it is important to recognize the changing 
landscape of how it is used.  “All technologies are trade-offs.  Whether 
transport or communication, they disable, set back, and eclipse at the 
same time that they extend, enhance, and provide.”10  The challenge 
we live with is to find a balance between both.  People are paying more 
attention to their handheld devices than to the actual people in front of 
them, sometimes not even recognizing what they are doing. “Children 
content with parents who are physically close, tantalizingly so, but 
mentally elsewhere,” because of the way they compete for attention with 

10  Levinson, Paul. Realspace: The Fate of Physical Presence in the Digital Age, 
on and off Planet. London: Routledge, 2003. Print, p. 46.

their mobile devices.11  Without a phone to be a distraction, the guests 
will be disconnected from the rest of the world for the duration of dinner. 
By doing this, I will continue a learned behavior from my childhood, in a 
new space.

The meal will be an intimate setting, eliciting a more personal 
experience.  Prior to having the dinners I asked my guests to fill out a 
few questions about dinner and their past.  The answers will help me 
determine what kind of food I will bring to the dinner.  By bringing 
food that the guests remember, I hope to also be able to trigger family 
memories of their own dinners growing up. 

Figure 8 Being able to transport my Heritage in the challenging landscape of NYC.

Figure 9 In the photo above, I move Heritage through the streets of Queens, NY.

11  Turkle, Sherry. Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and 
Less from Each Other. New York: Basic, 2011. Print, p. 267.

Figure 13 Video footage from the various trips of Heritage around the city. There were a total of seven dinners across three boroughs. The experience of moving the table through the crowds on the 
streets, in the subway and up and down stairs, reflects my own personal struggle. As I moved from Hawaii to California, then farther east to New York, I did not know what to expect. Relocating was 
not easy. The culture and community that I have at home is missed, but I have grown to  adapt and change in my new environment



THE MOBILE DINNERS
 
 After the table was built and dinners were scheduled, I had a total 
of seven dinners with different groups of friends in New York City.  The 
people I selected were friends, all that I have met in the last two years 
of living in this new city.  Most were friends I met through school, but 
there were some I met through outside friends.  Nevertheless, they were 
all friends that I considered the closest friends I have in the city.  These 
are people I can count on, enjoy spending time with, and feel the most at 
home with when we are together.   

MARISA
 
 The first dinner I had was with my friend Marisa.  Marisa is a 
fellow Design and Technology student at Parsons.  Marisa and I have 
become close friends in the last two years.  Outside of school, we have 
experienced both Hurricane Irene and Hurricane Sandy together taking 
refuge in Marisa’s apartment so neither of us was alone.  After hearing 
Marisa’s answers to the questions I asked before dinner, she wrote that 
her mother was often late coming home from work.  They often only had 
dinners as a complete family on Fridays.  Marisa also spoke about how 
“quick dinners” from places like Panera Bread were some of their “go-
to” family meals.  For my dinner with Marisa, I chose to bring her a meal 
from Panera Bread.  Not only because of her family memory, but also 
since it was one of the last meals we got together before Hurricane Sandy 
hit New York.
Figure 10 A simple Panera Bread dinner with Marisa.
 Revealing the meal to Marisa, she was delighted.  Although 
it took no preparation from me, the type of quick meal and feeling it 
provided was comforting.  With a meal from a place like Panera Bread, 
you know what to expect.  There is a feeling on consistency, with no 
surprises.  As Marisa and I put away our phones and started to eat, we 
talked about her own family rituals.  Marisa said many of her family 
memories and rituals came from her Jewish religion.  She remembers her 
mom cooking special meals for the holidays and often foods were given 
as special treats. 
 I found it interesting to listen to Marisa talk about how her 
childhood was highly influenced by her religious rituals.  She spoke a 

lot about the rules her parent enforced that she no longer strictly follows 
today.  Marisa and I have similar family values, where we respect and 
obey our parents’ wishes.  After all these conversations we have had, 
I never heard Marisa talk so much about her childhood.  Directing the 
conversation towards those memories, I now feel like I know more about 
a part of Marisa’s heritage, and she knows a part of mine. 

This was the first time I ever shared with her the story of my 
father.  She even admitted feeling uncomfortable asking me about it, and 
knew I would tell her when the time was right. Being able to explain the 
pieces of the mobile table and meaning behind each the different parts of 
the experience allowed me to share parts of myself with her. 

ANNA

 Anna became a friend, by way of another friend, Kara.  Kara is 
one of my best friends from home, growing up with me from our middle 
school days.  Kara introduced me to Anna.  After a few visits, Anna and 
I decided to also hang out without Kara.  We are both living here in the 
city, out of our comfort zones, and in a new place.  I think Anna and I 
get along well because of our interest in trying new things and more 
importantly–eating!  Since I met Anna, we have always enjoyed many 
delicious meals together and tried new things.  We go to Chinatown and 
Queens, often in search of tasty noodles and dumplings.  This time, we 
left out the Chinese and focused more on family.

The food I brought was based on a few dishes Anna mentioned to 

Figure 10 A simple Panera Bread dinner with Marisa.



me prior to the dinners. This included a random mix of dishes that hold 
memories for Anna including carnitas (seasoned pork), baked chicken, 
potatoes, chips and salsa.  My only regret was not bringing the wine.  
We had a nice meal over some of Anna’s family’s food traditions.  It is 
interesting because it made me think of my family, and how it’s not s 
much about the food and dishes, but just the fact that we can be together. 

 

I would have never met Anna without my friend from home.  
Home seems to follow me wherever I go, however it happens.  In this 
case, it brought me a new friend, in a new city, and a new dinner ritual 
all-contributing to my story and my heritage.

Figure 12 For dinner at Anna’s I only took one box because with limited space in her apartment, 
the complete set would not fit.

CARISA

Carisa and I have a lot in common.  She is also from Hawaii 
and attending Parsons.  We accidentally met one day during Spring 
2012 while she was coming in for a class as I was leaving.  She saw my 
“Aloha” sticker on my computer and asked if I was from Hawaii.  We 

connected instantly.  Aside from being the same age, Carisa’s sister went 
to same college as I did. We both lived in the same school housing, just 
one floor away from each other, yet never crossed paths. 

Since we are both busy, we keep in touch, but rarely meet up.  I 
wanted to have dinner with her because she has become a good person 
that I relate to here in New York.  We are both far away from our family 
and friends, going through the same “island girl problems” dealing with 
the weather and the school work.

For this dinner, I prepared food from Hawaii.  I made SPAM 
musubi (a slice of spam layered between two layers of rice, and wrapped 
in seaweed) and teriyaki meat.  I also bought some chicken katsu 
(breaded chicken filets), potato salad, and Hawaiian Sun brand juice.  We 
decided to have our meal in her architecture studio space one Saturday 
that she spent there working.  We just made a little home on the floor 
with my table.  She said that having the meal really made her happy and 
that in turn, made me feel happy.  I was able to bring a small piece of 
home to her in the midst of stressful deadlines.  I was also able to share 
with Carisa my personal story about growing up and how dinner rituals 

Figure 11 Carnitas, baked chicken, salsa, and potatoes.



and my family was important as I grew up.  She said that she was also 
not allowed to watch TV during dinner and her family sat together at a 
table nightly. 

We also both agreed that now that we are away, we find ourselves 
eating and watching things on our computers just because there is no one 
to sit and have a meal with.  This also made me think of how many more 
people there are doing the same thing, eating alone, and having meals 
independently.  It also made me think that sometimes, you think you’re 
the only person going through a certain situation when really, you’re 
not.  Sharing this meal and time with Carisa was very relaxing for me.  
Somehow, I always feel at ease when we hang out, considering we don’t 
even do it that often.  There is something about sharing the same home 
with someone that allows a person to find and create an instant bond.  I 
remember this happening a lot when I moved away from college. vWe 
somehow share the same values and ideas on certain things allowing us 
to get along well.

BEATRICE

Beatrice and I met when she was a roommate last year with a 
friend I had from home. Since then, my friend moved away but I still 
remain connected to Beatrice.  We don’t see each other too often, but do 
make the effort to get together or at least chat here and there. 

Beatrice now lives in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn.  To get to her 
apartment, I had to transfer from one train to another, with about a 
40-minute commute.  One dish Beatrice mentioned was slumgullion, a 
German pasta dish made with hamburger meat, onions, and elbow pasta.  
I found a recipe online and made this for our meal together.  According to 
Beatrice, it tasted very similar to what she remembered her mom making.

I realized that I shared a lot about myself with Beatrice that 
I never did before.  She learned about my family, as I learned about 
hers and slowly our conversation was a back and forth between what 
she remembered doing in comparison to what I remember from my 
childhood. 

Now that we are living away from our family, things have 
changed.  Beatrice told me she never thought about family dinner as 
a ritual.  Her family also went through a divorce, changing the family 
dynamic and dinners between both parents.  Throughout her life, they 
had to also change their habits.  Beatrice was also the first person who 
told me they frequently watched TV and did not necessarily eat at a table.  
I think this process of sharing myself with others has really allowed and 
open communication between both sides.  The intimacy and comfort of 
the food and the atmosphere played into what we talked about and how 
the conversation progressed.

ERIC, PAWEENA AND PING
 
 Paweena is another friend I met when entering the Design and 
Technology program.  One night I traveled to Sunnyside, Queens to have 
dinner with her family - seven year-old son, Ping, and boyfriend, Eric.  
Unfortunately, on this trip to Queens one of the wheels came off of the 
mobile table, making it difficult to move through the streets of Queens.  
This became a real struggle and balancing act.
 Bringing a meal to Paweena’s ho me was special because I 
brought something specific to each family member.  For Eric, I made 
Pork Adobo, a Filipino dish. He mentioned that “anything Filipino,” 
reminds him of family meals.  Paweena said the same about eating 
“anything Thai.” The most interesting answer came from Ping, who said 
one of his family dinner meals he remembers eating is steak and lobster.
 The dynamic of this dinner was very different because there were 
three adults and one child.  A lot of the questions were asked to Ping and 

Figure 14 Enjoying slumgullion in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn.



also answered by Ping.  At the same time, I notice that Eric and Paweena 
were teaching and enforcing manners onto Ping as he ate and talked.  
“Don’t talk with your mouth full,” and “eat a little bit more” was said 
multiple times.  As with the dinners before, I asked each of them what 
their most memorable family dinner memory was, but the best answer 
came from Ping. 
 Ping responded, “Dinner at Peter Luger with Eric, Audrey and 
David.” While Peter Luger is a very upscale restaurant that a normal 
seven year-old may not eat at, the more surprising thing about his 
response was that his own mother was not even at the dinner.  Audrey 
and David are Eric’s siblings who happened to be visiting.  I found this 
intriguing because Ping’s response showed that it does not just have to 
be blood relatives that make up a family.  Rather, Eric’s siblings provide 
him a feeling and comfort of a family.  Paweena may have been away 
that weekend, but in the absence of his own mother Ping found family in 
others, just as I did growing up.  Without a father, other people and the 

sense of community provided me with the feeling of family. 

CLAUDIA
Throughout this year, Claudia has been a professor, friend and 

mentor to my life.  Based on her responses to my questions, I brought 

Figure 15 Dinner with Eric, Ping and Paweena. Bringing together Thai, Filipino and Japanese cultures.

Figure 16 Spaghetti and meatballs with iceberg lettuce salad in the West Village.



her spaghetti and meatballs, wine and iceberg lettuce salad with Italian 
dressing.  Claudia is constantly attached to technology.  She is always 
connected and up to date thanks to the lovely “internets” as she calls 
it.  Giving up her phone for almost three hours, I was extremely proud 
of her.  Claudia shared her memories of growing up and how they often 
listened to the news on the radio during dinner.  Claudia explained how 
in most of her adult life, “has been about creating that feeling of family, 
but in [her] own way” since she lives away from her own family. 

Claudia has become like family for me here in New York.  With 
no one from her family right in the city we both share the desire to have a 
close friend nearby.  I do believe that keeping and making relationships, 

like the one I have with Claudia, makes me feel at home, away from my 
home. 

SHAAN, JASON AND JULIE
 
The very last dinner I had was with my roommates Shaan and Jason, and 

friend Julie. Although we live together in the same apartment, we rarely 
eat together.  Although we try to have meals together, our schedules are 
very different and we hardly eat at the same time.  This meal we had was 
one of the few we had together. 

What was most important about this dinner, in my very own 
apartment, was talking about our past.  Although we had meals together 
before, we never talked about our childhoods.  Jason shared that growing 
up, he remembers conversations direct towards him to be about doing 
well in school and success.  Growing up, they didn’t watch TV during 
dinners.  Now we are older Jason said, “we are already living immensely 
busy lives with phones and other devices.  Family dinners should be a 
time for family gathering and socializing.  Not for individual texting.” 

This group is more like my family than any others because I see 
them daily at school and at home.  As Shaan said, “a family doesn’t have 
to be a blood relation. For me friends are family and eating with them 
is definitely better than eating with my family,” especially when we are 
divided by distance. 

CONCLUSION
NEW MEMORIES; NEW PIECES OF MY HERITAGE

Heritage used patterns and rituals from my personal family 
history to pull myself from my comfort zone and into a new space in 
New York City.  The dinners allowed me to become mobile, adapt to 
the culture and unpredictable landscape of the city while preserving a 
childhood family practice.

 Dinner, or meals, allow for an open exchange and conversation 
between complete strangers.  Dinners become a reason to get together, 
the hardest part being making time the time to get together.  Now I can 
see why my mom made it a point for us to have dinner together. While 
it was not so evident to me growing up, “family traditions have actually 
acquired their value by the passage of time and are far more treasured 
today than they were new.”12         
 Growing up, family dinners allowed me to solidify a family 
structure.  In the absence of my father, the presence of my remaining 
family members became important.  While living away from home in San 
Diego, I noticed that the absence of my family increased the importance 
12  Gillis, John R. A World of Their Own Making: Myth, Ritual, and the 
Quest for Family Values. New York: Basic, 1996. Print, pg. 3.

Figure 17 Jason and Shaan having our “family diner” in our apartment.





of my friends.  Now that I am once again away from my family, the 
presence of “family dinner” is important in providing me comfort in New 
York City. 

With relocating and adapting to change, there is a need to 
“learn to live with multiple temporalities - history and heritage, linear 
and cyclical time, rationalism and ritual,”13 in order to create a life to 
meaningfully maintain.  Being surrounded by others make you a part 
of something.  Receiving attention from another person makes you feel 
needed and gives you a sense of purpose.  When we use our phones and 
put them in front of our faces, we seclude ourselves from others.  Without 
our phones, conversations become richer and more meaningful.  
           My strong sense of identity has been created through the influence 
from my family.  Specifically the three women in my life—my mother, 
Grandma Watanabe, and Grandma Matsumoto—provided me with a 
sense of purpose and stability.  They put in place my cultural and familial 
values that I have carried through as I moved away from home.  Just as 
my ancestors left our homeland in Japan to move to Hawaii for more 
opportunity, I have now left Hawaii to do the same.  Without this strong 
foundation, I would not be where I am today.  One day, I will move back 
to Hawaii and give back to the community that has given me so much.  
For now, I will continue on this undetermined path, carrying with me my 
Heritage.

13  Etzioni, Amitai, and Jared Bloom. We Are What We Celebrate: Understanding 
Holidays and Rituals. New York: New York UP, 2004. Print, p. 100.
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