Father Hiram Kano

Hisanori Kano was born in Tokyo on January 30, 1889, into a noble family. His father had wanted to
study in France, but was not allowed, so when his son expressed a desire to emigrate to America,
even though that would mean Hisanori would become a commoner, his father allowed it. Hisanori
had become a Christian after almost dying from peritonitis. At the moment the nurses could find no
pulse and thought he had died, he saw a vision of God, and felt led to the Christian faith. He loved
sailing and agriculture, so when he came to the US, he was advised by his friend William Jennings
Bryan, who had been hosted by his family in Japan, to study agriculture at the University of
Nebraska. In 1919 three events altered his life: he received his Masters in agriculture, his father died
in Japan, and he married Aiko Nagai, the dear woman we knew at St. Paul’s as Ivy.
In Japan, all loyalty is given to one’s adoptive parents, so Hisanori, now known as Hiram, told his
fellow Japanese, “We came to America as adopted sons; we must pledge allegiance to our adopted
home.” America was not as swift in pledging loyalty to their new sons: in 1919, there was animosity
toward the incoming Japanese. Hiram teamed up with Episcopalian Bishop George Allen Beecher to
lobby against the Anti-Japanese Farm Bill in the Nebraska legislature. Bishop Beecher admired
Hiram, and pestered him until he became a missionary among the Japanese farmers in 1925. He
was ordained as a deacon by Bishop Beecher in 1928, and into the priesthood 1936.
Many Japanese on the west coast were interned after Pearl Harbor was attacked due to the
widespread fear there would be spies amongst them, but in the Midwest, only Father Kano was
interned. The U.S. government feared that he was a Japanese nobleman and leader. The other
5000 Japanese in Nebraska, Colorado and Wyoming were not considered a threat. Although
interned, he was never declared a criminal.
Father Kano felt that God had given him a special mission, so in every camp to which he was sent, he
led worship services for any Christians in the camp, including Germans and the American guards. “If
you humble yourself, you will be filled with God, the Holy Spirit, and you will be able to receive his
blessing,” he preached. He said that freedom by the government is important, but freedom of the
spirit is more important, and we have that freedom through Jesus Christ.
Ivy and their daughter Adeline, a freshman in high school, visited him in Crooks Barrack, but then did
not see him again for three years. In whatever camp to which he was moved, he spoke positively to

his fellow internees: “Let us not miss this golden opportunity to confer with each other ... and
prepare ourselves for the development of Japanese immigrants after the war. ... If we study
sufficiently and cultivate our minds here, when we return to the outside world, we will be prepared
for anything that comes out way. ... In God’s eyes we are Americans.”
Finally in 1943 he was allowed to go home to Nebraska. In the spring of 1944 Addie graduated from
high school. In the fall of 1944, Cy graduated with honors from MIT with both his MS and MS.
In the spring of 1945 Father Kano and his family moved to Wisconsin and he attended seminary at
Nashotah House, and received his bachelor of divinity in 1946. He returned to the churches in North
Platte and Scottsbluff where he had been the priest, and in one of his sermons stated: “Like Joseph, I
was sent to my fate by God’s doing. God chose me to go to camp and do His work.”
As soon as he could, he and Ivy became naturalized U.S. citizens, and helped many other Issei, or
those born in Japan, to do the same.
Upon his retirement in 1957, Nebraska Bishop Brinker stated, “Your ministry has been one of the
most dramatic and heroic in the history of the Episcopal Church in America.”
Father Kano and Ivy moved to Fort Collins where they bought a home near Horsetooth where he
could sail, raise a garden, and be near Addie. He and Ivy traveled to Japan in 1961. While they
were there, he baptized his older sister who wrote a poem for the occasion: “I have no honor or a
silk robe to decorate myself; all I have is the feeling of thankfulness.”
When reparations were offered to internees in the 1980’s, Father Kano refused the payment because
God had used his internment to spread the gospel. He died October 24, 1988, just shy of his 100 th
birthday. Ivy died in 1997 just shy of her 100th birthday.
Recently, the 78th General Convention of the Episcopal Church in Indianapolis approved inclusion of
Father Kano in Holy Women, Holy Men, the church’s calendar of commemorations.
Daughters of the King have sponsored a celebration in Father Kano’s honor every year usually on a
Sunday close to October 24th. The banners with Japanese kanji for compassion and listen (with corn for
Nebraska and chrysanthemum for Japan), flanked with red knitted origami-inspired peace cranes, one for
each year after his entry into heaven have been packed away until we have our permanent church home,
but another crane has been knitted and is ready to attach for this year when they are brought out again.
Most of the information for this article came from
Nikkei Farmer on the Nebraska Plains by Father
Kano himself. St. Paul’s library has a copy for
borrowing.

