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JEFFREY J. HIGA: “CALABASH STORIES”

Higa’s First Book Wins National Literary Prize

Lee A. Tonouchi
Special to The Hawai'‘i Herald

effrey J. Higa, 54, always wanted for get one

book publish. Took him over 20 years for

develop da “Calabash Stories,” but he finally
finish. And he did ‘em with style. His short story
collection won da Robert C. Jones Prize. For that
he got some cash money and as part of da prize,
Pleiades Press in Missouri published ‘em just this
year. Big time Hawai’i writer, Garrett Hongo, calls
da book “a fond remembrance of local culture and
society that fostered us as we grew, with avidity
or reluctance, into the globalized and metropolitan
identities of postmodern times.” I wen go talk story
with Higa for learn da story about how his book
came born. *

LT: So you wen grad Mililani, Class of "84, den you
went away to Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute in
Troy, New York. And you lived ova one bookstore
so das how you got interested in writing. Try tell
us about dat time — an you can name da book that
wen inspire you da most?

JH: Rensselaer is an engineering and science school;
originally, I thought I was going to be a computer
programmer. But after a few semesters, I got bored.

[ dropped out for a little while; afraid I was going

to never finish college and be an idiot all my life, I
started to read. Luckily I lived above a used book-
store where old paperbacks were 25 cents, so I picked
up anything that interested me. I did that for at least
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Jeffrey J. Higa, author of “Calabash Stories.” (Photo
courtesy of ]f‘]%‘rcy Higa)

people’s cut-out portraits. I nevah knew about this
artform. Wuz this popular in Hawai’i before time?

JH: T used to work at Hawaii’s Plantation Village and
sometimes my job involved going into some planta-
tion manager’s house or a plantation family’s house
and save whatever historical documents we could.
One time, | was looking through a box of documents
in my office and ran across an old union newspaper
that listed deaths of members, and | remember seeing
two silhouettes instead of pictures. Both silhouettes
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ture with everyting bathed in one intense bright
light. So even though you nomo no obake (ghost)
stories in your book, I tink his haunting style fits
your collection cuz your stories stay from one by-
gone era in Hawai‘i dat only lingers in our memo-
ries now. How you chose your cover?

JH: The publisher wanted to know if I had ideas

for the cover. I knew if I let them develop a cover,

[ might end up with hula girls and palm trees and
grass shacks. So, I knew I wanted a local artist who
knew what local people looked like, dressed like,
and generally how they move and hold their bodies.
[ found Edwin’s work online and was captivated by
all his work, but especially his work with kids in it.
His work has a dreamy, ethereal quality. It seemed a
perfect match!

LT: You get some Pidgin dialogue in your collec-
tion. Wuz it hard for your continental publisher for
catch on?

JH: My publishers were great. They trusted my
Pidgin constructions and most of the details. I think
they were most concerned about possible racial bias.
It’s hard because the way they talk about race on the
mainland stay little bit different than how we talk
about race in Hawai‘i. They trusted me to walk this
line in that I would be acceptable to mainland-kine
folks without losing the long special history and way
we have in Hawai'i of talking about each other in
Pidgin.
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