








Mitsu Suzuki Sensei

Mitsu Suzuki Sensei was born April 23, 1914, in Shizuoka City, Japan, into
the Sakai family. People wondered if she had come mouth first out of her
mother’s body, since she loved storytelling and would take main roles in
dramas. After studying at Anzai Primary School in her native city, she re-
ceived a four-year education at Shizuoka Prefectural Girls’ High School. She
also took private lessons studying sewing, the koto, and flower arrange-
ment.

In 1966 at the age of 22, Mitsu was married to Masaharu Matsuno, a recon-
naissance soldier on a seaplane carried by the battleship Nagato. The next
year, when she was seven months pregnant, she had to see her husband off
to battle. The following year their daughter Harumi was born. Soon after
seeing Harumi's first picture, Masaharu was killed in action in China.

When Harumi was three, Mitsu started working for a kindergarten. She was
trained as a teacher at Nara Womens’ College for one year with the help of
the War Widow Aid Association. During World War II she worked for a
prefectural kindergarten-nursery school. After air raids by US bombers
started, she and her two assistants would have to take the children into the
bunker every day. The entire city of Shizuoka was burned in 1945.

After the war she was intending to stay as the director of the kindergarten
for the rest of her career. But Shunryu Suzuki, abbot of Rinso-in Zen Temple
in Yaizu, heard about her reputation as a teacher. He requested persistently
that she help restore the historical kindergarten attached to his temple. Fi-
nally she accepted his offer and moved to Yaizu in 1949. His wife died later,
leaving three children, Yasuko, Hoitsu and Otohiro.

In 1958 she married Shunryu who was 57. The following year Shunryu left
for San Francisco to be abbot of Soko-ji Temple. Mitsu stayed in Japan and
took care of the children and two kindergartens. In 1961 she moved to San
Francisco, hoping to bring him back to Japan soon, but she has resided in
the United States ever since. “I went for wool but ended up shom.” When
Shunryu Suzuki Roshi died in 1971, she remained at San Francisco Zen Cen-
ter; she taught tea ceremony to students until she retired in March 1991.

























Excerpts from Temple Dusk
by Mitsu Suzuki Sensei

Swiftly walking away
someone set a lamp
in the darkness
under the tree

Spring 1970 Tassajara

Hojo and I stay in Tassajara during the month of August. Dharma discourse
evening after evening blood and sweat. Hojo and I write Haiku together.

Along the creek
finding tea room flowers
dew moistened trail

Fall 1971 Tassajara

Hojo is getting sicker and sicker. Although I try to cheer him up by putting
away his bed, he still has not improved.

Narrow veranda
an acorn tumbles down
temple dusk

Fall 1971 San Francisco

Spring storm
the room is filled with incense
Isit by myself

Spring 1972 San Francisce
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Suzuki Sensei has an original sense of style. For formal occasions, she has
several elegant and beautiful kimono and obi. In the tea room and for her
excursions around town, she has adapted a kind of Sixties dress, creating
something completely original, functional and lovely. Her meditation “[at
pants,” Japanese undershirt and Japanese farmer’s jacket, are made for her
in subtly beautiful Japanese cottons or corduroy. The fabrics are always
matched in a fascinating way and accented by an interesting belt, hand bag
‘or shaw]. This way of dressing is completely her own: practical, beautiful
and elegant, bringing pleasure to others without being “showy” and expen-
sive.

Another surprising aspect of Okusan’s caring for others is flirtatiousness: a
playful expression of life energy which serves to delight and make others
feel “seen.” It is as if she is keeping herself alive and vibrant for the pleasure
of others. At times this makes her appear uncannily ageless.

One day I accompanied her on a trip to Japantown. A young Japanese man
stopped in front of us, hip and fashionable with his pony tail and elegant
couture clothing. He pulled off his dark glasses, spread his arms wide and
shouted “Suzuki Sensei” in an ecstatic voice. She recognized him as a young
man who had visited her at Zen Center years before. I watched the two of
them bowing and laughing as she beamed and laughed, fussing over him
outrageously. The next week an old Japanese man came to her tea room
door at Zen Center. Completely at ease with herself, she was the same
charming woman, making an extravagant gift of her energy and vitality. I
had to marve! at her fluidity which embraced these two men from such
widely different milieu.

Completely attentive to others, Okusan is able to cut through differences of
culture and language and speak directly to the heart. Holding no thought
about the impression she makes or her personal status, she is free to concen-
trate her formidable powers of observation on the person before her. In this
way she is always focused on basic human values, addressing circum-
stances directly and naturally with her whole life. This is the most consistent
and important teaching she has shared with me over the sixteen years that I
have known her.

And so finally, I feel that I mve studied with Suzuki Roshi. Okusan’s love of
her husband and his way is so intense and complete that she dedicated her
personal life to embodying it, becoming his best student. Her eyebrows
tangled with her husband’s eyebrows, to paraphrase an old Zen expression,
and both of their eyebrows were tangled with Buddha’s. She is an inspiring
teacher whose life has been a ceremony of transmission that I feel privileged
to have participated in. Thank you, Okusan. A deep gassho.
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For instance, she has always been a source of great encouragement for me
personally, telling me that in Japan a person who was very obviously in
physical difficulty would never expose themselves on the streets but would
stay home all the time. She told me a Japanese person with a degenerative
disease would never go about as I do, biking, walking, dancing, actually
helding movement classes to show other people how to move. She said she
greatly admired that aspect of “American way”, that Americans always try,
always have good spirit, are not ashamed of their difficulties. One day as I
was riding my bike back home from the park, I crested the Haight Street hill
and let fly, blissfully careening down Haight Street at full speed. Before I
turmed onto Laguna in a huge arc to avoid traffic, I spotted Suzuki Sensei
standing at the bus stop there with a Japanese friend. T hollered “Okusan!”
as [ whizzed by. Okusan immediately turmed to her friend and said “She's
very sick!”

On the other hand, one day Suzuki Sensei asked me why we Americans get
so upset about the Japanese practice of killing whales for commercial use
when we practice such cruel methods of obtaining meat from cows and
sheep. I said “Okusan, cows and sheep are very stupid, while whales are
very intelligent.” She shook her head and said “I don’t understand why
Americans think it's so important to be smart.”

Suzuki Sensei told me one day that she was annoyed because a student at
Page Street had opened the window in the kaisando behind the life-size
carving of Suzuki Roshi and even though she had asked him to close it
again, he had refused, saying the building needed fresh air. The next day
she asked him to close it again, and he had refused again. Finally she said to
him, looking very grieved, “When I passed by, I heard Suzuki Roshi cough-
ing.” Horrified, the student immediately closed the window. | said
“Okusan, you don't play fair!”

Omne time our good friend Daya Goldschlag came to visit from Spokane,
Washington and'she and her teenage son, Kelly, and I and my teenage son,
Ethan, and Suzuki Sensei all went to Zaoh for dinner. It'was a wonderful
reunion and we all sat there, eating and basking in the warm feelings we all
had for each other. Suddenly Suzuki Sensei, without warning, burst into
loud song,. It was in Japanese and it had a very bright, happy rhythm to it.
Well, it wasn't a short song. She went on for a few minutes and the song be-
came more energetic and she began drumming the tabletop to accompany
herself. When she finally finished, her face beaming, everyone in the restau-
rant applauded and stamped. The waiter brought us sake on the house.

Hekizan Tom Girardot

Mistake after mistake, Sensei says, “Tom-o-san, why do you want to study
Tea?” Several years later she says, “Tom-o0-san, Tea has entered your heart.”
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Suzuki Roshi with Okusan
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