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Lee: Filmmaker seeking stories unique to Hawaj';
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talks about the state's growing film and television industry,
affirmation, inspiration and a different kind of gift.

By Lisa Beazley Photography: Ric Noyle
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Edgy Lee, her partner Jeffrey Mueller (with dog) and crew on location

every aspect of life. “In life, rhythm and timing are everything.
How many times is it about being in the right place at the right
time? That's rhythm.”

When she decided to direct and produce her breakthrough,
first full-length independent film, Papakolea, A Story of Hawaiian
Land, it marked a turning point in her life and career. She commut-
ed from her home in Los Angeles while making the film and start-
ed to wonder if she could make a living back in Hawaii. "When |
first came back, the beauty here really struck me. | thought, if
there's a way that | can live and work here and truly contribute to
the television and film industry, then I'm going to do it." From her
Makiki home and production studio, it is obvious that she has
found her way to contribute and is at peace with her decision and
her surroundings, "When | think about how | lived in L.A., was |
crazy? Now | wake up in the morning, hear birds and look down
at the skyline of Waikiki. | feel lucky."

For someone who spent the formative part of her career
holed up in dark studios editing and producing reggae music, Lee's
inspiration comes from observing human interaction. It's the seem-
ingly un-dramatic moments that most people may not even notice
but from which Lee derives inspiration. When Lee talks about what
inspires her, she describes moments where she is pulled out of her
little world by a striking interaction between two people. An old
man standing to let a woman sit down at a bus stop, for example,
might strike her. "It's the kind of moment where you may not cry
but something just hits you and you're almost brought to tears and
you don't even know why. That's how | would describe inspira-
tion." Negative moments, too, inspire her she says, recalling a frus-
trated mother at the supermarket. "I didn't have to know anything

about her to see her whole story. It was written on her face and in

the way she dressed and her demeanor. She was so frustrated that

she was about to backhand this screaming four-year-old little boy.
You just wanted to hug her or grab her and stop what she was
about to do. That's inspiring—it's those moments that make me
want to document.”

Though her long list of accolades includes Best Cinematography
from the New York International Independent Film Festival and her
documentaries have been translated into other languages for viewing
around the world, Lee's real affirmation comes from the people she
affects with her films. When three third grade boys came to interview
her for a school project because they had watched Papakolea in
school and shaking from nervousness they asked her what it was like
to be from here and make television and films, it touched her deeply.
"They told me they looked at their Hawaiian classmates differently
after that film." One of the boys left an indelible mark on Lee. He
was from Vietnam and had only been in the country two years, but
he spoke perfect English. "When | asked him what he wanted to be
when he grows up, he said that he wanted to go into politics. |
thought you know what? This kid is going to remember the story he

saw and maybe be a little bit more understanding of indigenous cul-

On the location set of A Tribute to Hawaii’s Firefighters
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tures, no matter where he ends up. Maybe that little glimpse during

his early childhood of another culture through film is going to make
him kinder when it comes to approving a budget for the arts."

A similar reward comes when older people send letters or
approach Lee with tears in their eyes and say thank you for telling their
story or for preserving a part of their family history. "And I think, well |
had nothing to do with it; I'm just passing through here."

Just passing through or not, Lee had something to do with it.
And the success of Papakolea depended on her dedication to the
truth and to telling a story with compassion and honesty. She strug-
gled with the focus of the film, shifting from the disproportionate
amount of men from the neighborhood who were in jail to the
Jawaiian movement as different ways to frame the underlying story
of indigenous struggle. She was concerned, though, about passing

on a negative impression of Native Hawaiians. Then finally, after

months of research and soul searching, she came upon a positive
story that would shape her film.

Someone told her that she should talk to a grandmother who
was living in Papakolea when Franklin D. Roosevelt came to visit.
"Who knew that FDR had come up to this neighborhood? What
made me want to do the film is the fact that the people of my gen-
eration and younger didn't care. They don't even understand that

~ they should care, so | had to do the film." The story didn't come

easy, though. " sat and talked for hours with these 80-and 90-year
old women. Finally one of them said, ‘Okay, we decided we're

going to give you the story.” And | thought, what a beautiful, deep

culture the Native Hawaiian culture is. Their story was the gift. And
if you're not responsible and if you don't deserve this gift, you're
not going to get it."

The self-sufficient film and television industry in Lee's vision
may be getting closer to a reality, thanks to her untraditional
method of creating this scene. Tired of talking about the limited
market, Lee came together with competing filmmakers to produce a
series of tribute films aimed to captivate local audiences. She direct-
ed the first in the series, A Tribute to Hawaii's Firefighters, which
premiered on Kuhio Beach in September and aired on local televi-
sion stations. Other local directors are lending their skills to the next
films in the series, paying tribute to Lifeguards and Rescue
Professionals, Hawaii baseball and others. She is also working on a
primetime courtroom series scheduled to air early in 2003. These
projects differ from Lee's previous films in that they are made solely
for a Hawaii audience. "It has been really fun because we get to
use local jargon and we don't have to use subtitles or explain our-
selves," she says. The prospect of the people of Hawaii seeing their
history and culture honestly depicted on a weekly television show is
exciting to Lee. Time will tell if we are ready to forsake reruns of
Friends in favor of a locally made television show. But until then Lee

is committed to her mission and to her life here in Hawaii. %
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Lee’s 2001 documentary film
Waikiki, In the Wake of Drear
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