
SantōkaZen

A SUBJECTIVE IMPRESSION: SAKÉ WATER MOUNTAINS CLOUDS

Santōka's time as a Zen priest were years of simple life. Those were the last 
fifteen of his 59-year life. (Average life expectancy for Japanese men in 
1940--when Santōka died--was 47.) He settled into a life of single wandering 
and single dwelling in a cottage. Simple life means that elements often 
mentioned connected with him then--poems, saké, water, mountains, clouds--
are not necessarily reductions of a complex man to simpler things to make 
him understandable. Necessity is how he lived, a way of life he chose.

In Zen there are m/any methods; consuming in a day one large bottle (1800 
ml, almost half a gallon)--or two--of saké when he received some or received 
money and there was inclination to drink is not outside the sphere of Zen 
practice. One can practice Zen any way that finds one. That you, once "lost/
found" (English does not have a word for this; neither does Japanese), does 
not get in your own way. A path opens. The way you get to is arrived at by 
losing the you the world (illusion) imprisons you as. 

Once his drinking attains a drunk-on-Zen ("high on life") sobriety, it isn't just 
any drunken riot but a drunkenness realized as fully empty, mellowing as a 
sun goes down to sleep.

The consumption of so much saké--and it is important to refer to it as saké 
because it isn't just any "alcohol"--is not necessarily contrary to pursuit of 
enlightenment. What is important, it seems to me--though I'm no Zen 
Buddhist--nor am I a big saké drinker--is getting the mind away from all 
interpretations, conventional and otherwise. Letting go (of) the mind, body, 
spirit, setting life free, loosening the self life makes appearance as, saké flows 
in everything. Saké is poems, poems are saké, saké is Zen, Zen is saké, 
poems are Zen, Zen is poems, mountains are poems, poems are mountains, 
water is saké, water is Zen, poems are water, clouds are Zen, poems are 
clouds, everything is everything, everything is empty. Everything flows 
together.

Saké itself is empty. Empty is an interpretation. Interpretation is empty.



Where the mind goes, life follows. Where life goes, mind follows. Where 
Santōka walks is always going. Earth is taking him for a ride. It's a motion his 
body itself creates from no consciously worked up will of his own, a motion in 
tune with this planet’s movement. Which way wind blows. This is what it is for 
him to walk, to wander. This is how everything is flowing, even mountains. 
Flowing together. Feelings become flowings [sic] that are running through his 
body instead of existing only in mind. He gets out of his own head, out of his 
mind, he gets into life as it is. Santōka follows, flows.

Drinking saké is a stationary act. Drinking brings motion in stillness. Drinking 
in the flow. Intoxication is getting out of his mind. Intoxication is being in the 
flux. 

That Santōka was an alcoholic is an interpretation. Interpretations are empty. 
He was one of many men with problems. Women too. 

Santōka is Santōka, the nature he is born with, which is not an interpretation, 
though our natures are empty, according to Zen, and that meditated 
emptiness is what the word Zen means. Santōka didn't drink just saké--he 
drank Zen saké. Zen saké is empty saké. One has to drink the way for it to 
become a way. He self-medicated. No-self meditated.

Saké is how to imbibe his demons. Demon in a bottle. Liberation in a bottle. 
Dependence on saké, independence from afflictions. Saké dependence itself 
is an affliction. Saké is self-transcendence, transcendence of the affliction he 
sees himself as. With it he heals the life he is. To heal he opens himself to 
life's immensity. Immensity makes his problems smaller. Eldest son, first in his 
class in junior high and at the same time active in a lit mag club, as a youth 
he's methodical, punctual, steady, exact. Keenly aware of his shortcomings.

The matter of being unable to die as grasses do he experiences keenly as his 
own and so our own human disability. Only he "owns" it. Because we know 
we die, we can't. Or think we can't, because we think, or think we know. 

Grasses don't know they die. There are no inhibitions there. At a certain 
living-thing depth we don't know either. We know and we don't know. Saké 
washes away inhibitions. It resides where knowing and not knowing are one. 
That's the Zen of saké.



Whatever something is it is more clearly what it is when experienced with a 
clarity of washed mind. For Santōka saké is mind bathing, washing, warming, 
relaxing. 

Japanese language has the expression 森林浴 (shinrin-yoku: immersion in a 
forest, forest therapy). Conventional interpretation is that Santōka overly 
therapied with sake. I've read that alcohol is toxic, but he walked a lot, ridding 
his body of toxins so they do not accumulate. He ate frugally. Kept a patch of 
garden when settled at a cottage. Organic of course. At the Grass-Blade 
Cottage there was/is a persimmon tree. Its sweet, delicious flesh is packed 
with several health promoting nutrients such as vitamins, minerals, and anti-
oxidants vital for optimum health.

He grew great white radish, daikon, which has many health benefits. The 
point is that his diet was a healthy one. It helped counter whatever negative 
effects the saké may have had. 

This was after he took up the Zen way. After he took up walking and cottage 
life. Those years were his last fifteen. Walking in mountains, through forests, 
along streams, by the sea.. . . There is a special effect--negative ions maybe 
in part--that can't be experienced in a car or in a train. It can only be known 
on foot. There is an energy, a 気 ( ki, or chi), or prana that we enter into and 
that enters into us. It is extremely energizing and because it is it is life-giving 
and promotes self-healing.

Saké, as I have experienced it, if in quantity a daily habit, eventually clouds 
the mind. But walking clears a cloudy mind like flowing clears cloudy water. 

It has been said that Santōka was an alcoholic. I can't be a judge, but my 
image of an alcoholic is someone who needs to be in AA rooms, someone 
who has lost control over his or her life (alcohol has taken control), someone 
who is or who needs to be in rehab, someone who on a calendar marks each 
day he or she doesn't take a drink, someone who goes on a binge and wakes 
up under a car in used car lot in a different town. Someone who lies to himself 
and to others about drinking. That is not Santōka. Though it could have been. 

One can't write such nakedly energized poems and be sickly dependent on 
saké. If he was dependent does it automatically mean it was an unhealthy 
dependence? We all depend on air water food, etc. Some of us think we can't 
get by without morning coffee. 



He depended on others. I know people who often depend on others. I depend 
on Morie, my partner. She depends on me. We're family. Of course we need 
each other. Santōka depended on friends. Not every day. From time to time. 
For money. There was a friend I helped from time to time, with money or 
other things. Was it a big burden for me? No. Did my wife object? Yes. From 
her viewpoint we had our own family to care for. Okay. Different thinking.

Santōka's friends were not impoverished. They were a certain class of 
people. The image of Santōka as a great drunken nuisance to his friends is 
one I don't buy. But it depends on the person. Is it okay, though, to label him 
as a freeloader, a moocher, as unalterable fact for everyone for all time?

Those who label him that way are addressing readers with conventional 
thinking. Conventional thinking will not get a reader closer to Santōka 
because conventional thinking is limiting and reductive.

It has been said that Santōka was an enlightened Zen master. This is another 
image presented for all us to accept because those who are telling are 
supposed to be authorities. I'm not sure exactly what an enlightened Zen 
master is or is supposed to be. It might be best to assume an authority is 
indicating an experience of spiritual awakening referred to by the Japanese 
word 悟り (satori). According to another account, though, Zen master is "a 
somewhat vague English term that arose in the first half of the 20th century, 
sometimes used to refer to an individual who teaches Zen Buddhist 
meditation and practices, usually implying longtime study and subsequent 
authorization to teach and transmit the tradition themselves." (Wikipedia)

That definition would not seem to describe Santōka. Thích Nhất Hạnh comes 
to mind when the term Zen Master is mentioned. Santōka, once he put on the 
robes, certainly in his own manner tried to live a Mahayana way. Does that 
qualify him as master? That he was a master of poetry there is no doubt.

We are told by another authority that Santōka's was a messy life. Santōka 
himself tell us so in diary. Whose life is perfect? What exactly does the word 
perfect mean? "Perfection is someone's insanity," a swami in India once told 
me. Everyone's life is messy, which we wouldn't know or care about but for 
super-egotistical hypercritical invention. The question is whether our 
messiness meets with convention's approval. Or is it messy meaning colored 
outside the lines? Or off the page altogether (the messy completely insane).

We can imagine him standing--drunk and defiant--in front of an oncoming 
streetcar in Kumamoto. His adult life hadn't been a bowl of cherries. A 



nervous breakdown--neurasthenia--the Great Kantō Earthquake, a marriage 
he'd been pressured into by his father (he protested "I want to become a 
Buddhist priest so I don't need a wife"), and then the divorce later after a son 
was born, his younger brother's suicide (hanged himself), his grandmother's 
death (who had cared for him after his mother's suicide when he was 10), his 
father's passing due to illness.... For that serious, studious young man who'd 
been first in his class, who'd been admitted to a prestigious university, life 
became a matter of destruction, of wreckage. This was not what his school 
books taught, this he learned by living. It might be said he'd lost all his 
foundations. He witnesses his life collapsing around him. Then burning, 
burning, just as, in a physical dimension, the Great Kanto Earthquake. That is 
his emotional, psychological condition. One day he gets very drunk and dares 
life to complete itself. Here and now. Take me! 

We might imagine Santōka in his tattered priestly robes and his few 
possessions as living very close to nature. Though he doesn't go back to the 
wild. There is that very civilized practice called Zen that is more or less 
guiding him. Zen is so civilized because it rids itself of what is thought of as 
civilized. Very close to "nature." Very close to life as it is, however it is, without 
all it's cultural dress ups. But Zen, as is told, is just a finger pointing towards a 
moon--not a moon itself. 

Zen is different things for different people. If you pour Zen into an orange 
glass, it looks orange. If poured into a green glass, it looks green. For 
Santōka, Zen was a way to focus his living by keeping things simple. 
Focused, his life opens up to all that is beyond itself. That is the catalyst for 
the intermingling of poetry saké water mountains clouds. 

If someone wants to call that messy, fine.
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