
Some bliss, some disappointment at local favorite 
 
It’s hard to believe that D.K. Kodama wasn’t one of the twelve original Hawaii Regional Cuisine chefs like 

Alan and Roy. In fact, his food service career is similar to that of many modern restaurateurs; he simply fell into 

it, and the culinary world is certainly glad he did. 

Originally Kodama planned to be an engineer, but shortly after he commenced his college studies, he was “bitten” 
by the restaurant bug and never looked back—cliché, yes, but true. Kodama later realized how few sushi bars 
there were in Hawaii, and he set out to construct a place where people would actually want to go out to eat sushi. 
Hence, Sansei Seafood Restaurant and Sushi Bar was born.  

The younger sister to its flagship Kapalua location, perpetual award-winning Sansei SR&SB Waikiki seems to 
have exactly the opposite motive as Chef Mavro on King St., who wanted nothing to do with the touristiness of 
the hotel-ridden, cramped streets of Waikiki. Having moved from Restaurant Row, this Sansei looks to attract 
more tourists, perhaps making a bold attempt at expanding tourists’ palates. And that’s not a bad thing, not at 
all. 

Now I, along with much of the world, am very much aware that you only have one chance to make a first 
impression, so make it good. Upon entering the restaurant, after walking up several flights of stairs, the hostess 
hardly even looked up when I approached. The edgy host who led me and my companions to the table seemed 
as though he was on the verge of passing gas. Wonderful first impression that made.  

But then I was cheered by our good-natured waiter, who remained so throughout the night, even when the 
restaurant was at full capacity. Our drink orders were promptly taken and water glasses immediately filled, so I 
suppose we were off to at least a decent start. A quickly served and properly icy lava flow helped expedite my 
thought process as I perused the extensive menu offerings, many of which I debated ordering.  

My companions agreed to split the Omakase Menu, which, for a reasonable $65, would present them with eight 
different courses, seven of which would showcase seafood. All the courses can be ordered separately, but it’s just 
cheaper this way. 

An austere bowl of edamame was set before us, and we proceeded to munch on the legumes as the second 
course was set down. Impressively presented and ingeniously invented was a kind of sushi hybrid, wrapped in 
lettuce instead of the customary nori. Peeking out from the cut ends were cubes of sweet, ripe mango (thank 
God summer is approaching) and a bunch of lettuces from Dean Okimoto’s Nalo Farm encased in a delicate 
Dungeness crab salad, accompanied by a sprightly Thai chili vinaigrette, peanuts, and cilantro. Could it get any 
better?  

Of course it could, with a slice of velvety seared yellowfin ‘ahi crusted with panko. The real showstopper was the 
wondrous soy butter sauce that pooled around the fish (which practically melted as soon as it touched my 
tongue), a smooth, rich beurre blanc of sorts, spiced up with a hint of wasabi. My mom and I discovered that the 
sauce made for superb dipping for the few soybeans that remained. 

A slight disappointment arrived with the “69” roll, whose unagi glaze was too sweet for the saltier eel, the vegetal 
cucumber, and the creamy, lemony avocado. But redemption came in the form of Sansei’s special shrimp 
dynamite, lightly battered and fried to a tantalizing crisp, topped off with an excellent smelt roe and garlic aioli.   

May I disclose that I normally cannot stand butterfish in any way, shape, or form, especially prepared with the 
ubiquitous misoyaki method. But I also have to say that out of all the misoyaki butterfish I’ve managed to down, 
Sansei’s rules in terms of not overwhelming in sweetness and giving the fish a chance to let its unique, buttery 
flavor and texture to shine. 



We then waited an unfathomably long time for our last two courses, the first of which was a merely mediocre 
garlic and miso-marinated prawn salad, which seemed almost unnecessary seeing as how we had already 
consumed dishes with both miso and shrimp, and honestly, who can tell the difference between shrimp and 
prawns when their flavors are so heavily masked? 

Being that this is Hawaii, and we have next to none of those cool trendy spots that use unusual ingredients like 
foie gras and morels, I looked forward to the Dungeness crab and truffle ramen. Didn’t I just complain about 
having the same ingredients in two dishes in the same meal? Yes, but in this case, at least I could avoid the crab 
and get straight to the good part: island-made fresh ramen noodles swimming in an ethereal black truffle butter 
dashi. I swear, I could have just sat there and smelled it forever, its earthy, intoxicating aroma wafting through 
the air.  

I also had ordered a Nalo greens salad with balsamic vinaigrette, which was just okay. I am forever in pursuit of 
the perfect balsamic vinaigrette, not too oily but complex and mildly sweet thanks to slightly aged vinegar. I 
failed to find it here. 

I had been expecting to be overwhelmed by the spiciness of the shichimi crust for my beef filet, but it was very 
nice, just peppery enough to make me cough a couple of times. The udon noodle bed the impossibly tender beef 
sat on was glazed by a wonderful garlic and beef jus reduction, finished with Asiago cheese that gave it an extra 
salty kick.  

I felt obligated to save room for dessert, especially since such an enticing list beckoned to me. Our table ended 
up splitting three desserts that all turned out to be terrific. Grand Marnier-marinated straw-, blue-, and 
blackberries were crowned by a lovely vanilla sabayon, and a crisp puff pastry crust laid the foundation for thinly 
sliced Granny Smith apples in an apple tart that lay in what I consider the greatest caramel sauce known to man 
(as of yet). 

Earlier our exuberant waiter listed his favorite desserts, among them the tempura-fried vanilla ice cream. With a 
disgusted look on his face, one of my companions said in disbelief, “Tempura?!” Our waiter laughingly 
responded by explaining that the ice cream was wrapped in pound cake, coated in panko, then rolled in 
macadamia nuts. The whole thing was thrown into the deep fryer, and yet the ice cream remained frozen. 

The ambience doesn’t scream Asian; it simply taps you on the shoulder and politely states so. The bamboo, 
Chinese screens, and vibrant Shogun portraits, along with the dusty brown interior all provide an aptly designed 
background for the heavily Asian-influenced island comfort food. Too many times have I read (and flinched) 
about chefs who make an effort at fusion cuisine, but here at Sansei, Kodama and his team of chefs succeed, 
very well. 

 
SANSEI SEAFOOD RESTAURANT AND SUSHI BAR  
Waikiki Beach Marriott Resort & Spa; 2552 Kalakaua Ave. 
(808) 931‐6286 
sanseihawaii.com 
 
Dinner nightly 5:30 p.m. t0 10:00 p.m. 
Sushi $4‐17; Appetizers $5‐13; Salads $6‐12; Entrees $17‐38; Desserts $6‐9 
RECOMMENDED DISHES Mango crab salad handroll; panko‐crusted ‘ahi sashimi; shrimp dynamite; misoyaki butterfish; Dungeness crab & 
truffle ramen; shichimi‐crusted filet of beef & udon noodles; Granny Smith apple tart; tempura‐fried ice cream 
Extensive sake list; lots of moderately priced wines, mostly from the Napa Valley 

 


