
CHEF MASA WARMS THE HEART OF NIKKEI SENIOR GARDENS


Nikkei Senior Gardens, an assisted care home located in the San Fernando Valley is nearing its two-year anniversary.  It is now home to seniors from all parts of California, Hawaii, Nevada, as well as Japan.  Leaving one’s own home is always a difficult transition, but thanks to the skills of their Japanese chef, Masa Arikawa, life is good.  For many residents, meals are the highlight of their day.  This chef aims to please, making mealtime special every day.


Chef Masa, who also works part time as a professional chef at a local restaurant, brings the same flare he uses when serving the public.  Unlike the typical institutional meals served at many care facilities, Chef Masa cooks as if he were serving patrons in a restaurant, taking care that flavor as well as presentation are at it’s highest level.  He constantly aims to please the residents stating, “if I can put a smile on the faces of the residents with my cooking, it motivates me even more to want to work harder for them.”  Near the end of a meal, it is not unusual to see him chatting with residents, asking if they have any favorite dishes he can prepare for them in the future.  His biggest reward is seeing the smiles of the residents after a delicious meal. 


Chef Masa has faced a life threatening illness in the past, ", and as a result of this experience, he brings a unique understanding of the difficulties of aging and illness.  Okai and umeboshi are always on hand for residents who may not be feeling well.  This kindness and support, treating people as individuals, understanding their needs especially when they are ill, has made Chef Masa the heart of Nikkei Senior Gardens.  Like a loving mother, he provides the foods that comfort the soul.  


Born in Yamagata-Ken, and then growing up in Tokyo, Japan, Masa Arikawa began training at the age of 16.  Working part time in a sushi restaurant in Japan, he developed his culinary skills.  In September of 2009, at age 46, Chef Masa was hired at Nikkei Senior Gardens.  Residents had been complaining that the Japanese food was not “real” Japanese food.  Chef Masa quickly turned things around, and people in the community began talking about the talented new chef.  Sashimi and sushi were of restaurant quality.  His boiled white fish simmered in a light broth tastes like the simple dish prepared in Issei and Nisei homes of bygone days.  The aromas remind residents of their earlier life at home. That is the magic Chef Masa is able to create in the kitchen. 


When asked what motivates him to work so hard, Masa replied, “Right now it is what I can do for other people.  What I can do best is cook.”  Each dish is lovingly prepared, and the residents are clearly appreciative.  Recently, resident Toyoko Takeda knitted a cap and scarf for the chef during crochet class.  He has become like a son to many because of his dedication and devotion to each of them.  

