














Grahame Petchey: It always appeared to me that he didn really know whetl
not he would stay or go. I know he felt a very strong personal commitment t«
students here. | remember his once having said that one of the reasons why
liked being in America was that he had some real students, whereas in Japan
he left he only had one old man sitting with him.

Jean Ross: We felt a little more secure when Okusan came and then when he
turned over his Japanese temple to his son. All priests have temples of their o
and they’re responsible for them. When theyre absent they get a neighboring
or friend to substitute for them. And of course Suzuki-roshi did that for quite
some time before his son took over,

Dick Baker: Suzuki-roshi’s presence at that time felt like those special warm «
in late winter or very carly spring that are really nice, and while we have them
really beautiful, There was the fecling that “This is a beautiful man here now.
make the most of it.” And of course those days turn cold again; we knew that
would go to Japan probably, or there was good chance he might. And that w
important element in that early period, that feeling that Roshi might leave. Ex
time he came to lecture and talked about Japan, people would start getiing ne
vous. He said in one of the lectures recently, “The older students remember w
first came from Japan ! emphasized way-secking mind.” Maybe he didnt emp
size practice as much then because he didn't know if he could make that kind
commitment, so he emphasized our finding our own way-seeking mind to hel;
find our way even if he werent there. Maybe, too, because he didnt expect hi
to stay, or didn't know whether he'd stay, he just thoroughly enjoyed himself,
didn't have any expectations of us or really of himself, either. There really is a
difference between trying to find a practice where the teacher may only be the
for awhile and where the teacher is committed to staying there, and committe
you. Once Roshi decided to stay, his presence obligated us to practice, And a
of seriousness entered that wasn't there before.

* %k ¥ x § *
Wind Bell: How did you spend your time before Okusan came?

Suzuki-roshi: First of all T had plenty of time to be with students, because [ v
around and because there were not many students, Sometimes we'd go to mu
ums or movies or restaurants, We had a pretiy good time. But I didn't want Z
Center to be a kind of social ¢lub, so at the same time 1 tried to refrain from t
sort of activity, I wanted us to devote ourselves to zen practice, not to eating «
seeing movies.

Wind Bell: When you had only a few students, did you have any plans?

Suzuki-roshi: No, 1 didn’t. But I had an idea to have some school-like system
and to set up some way of exchanging students. And so I asked Headquarter:
send some good Zen Master as Bishop. That is why Yamada-roshi came, But
wanted the school in Los Angeles. He tried by himself but it was not successfi
Anyway, I thought, if we just practice our way with students, that will be goo
enough.

Wind Bell: Did you decide to found a school because most of your first studs
were scholars? Did you think you had to give candy for their minds so they w
practice Zen?
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Suzuki-roshi: Not candy. Anyway, everything that we are doing is cand
the most important food actually.

Wind Bell: 1 don’t understand.

Suzuki-roshi: Without any actual activity the first principle in Zen does)
anything. We should help people, and that help is candy.

Jean Ross: The master-disciple relationship didn’ come into the picture
strongly as it does now that people want closer contact with him. We ha
contact in the early days. There were only eight to twelve of us and on S
mornings we'd each bring some kind of food. 1 used to bring milk and ¢
the cggs. Bill Kwong was the cook. It was a closer and friendlier atmospl
than there is now, but that's also because of the size. We didnt eat in the
we ate in the kitchen, which I liked. When we sat at the table with him
waich every move that he made. Now it’s difficult in the zendo for a lot «
to see him, and besides, they're supposed to be looking down. Whereas ¢
we could watch him fix tea, watch his facial expressions, gestures, etc. I ¢
some of those more intimate relationships could be present.

Dick Baker: There were fewer students and Roshi had more time. He al
attended parties and group things. And there was more individual attent
more time to chat or go out with him. There was a more relaxed, less ‘ze
atmosphere in the kitchen, and Roshi had a kind of leisurely attitude, lik
lived here and these people were joining him, rather than he was the heas
teaching thing, There was a nice relaxed feeling about being in someone’
room all the time.

Phillip Wilson: Reverend Suzuki never talked to me for months at first,
tried to fix a cushion underneath me. I sat next to Bill Kwong. He said, '
times people stay.” And I said, “I like that a whole lot.” And Betty Warn
“Oh, you've come back.” They were more surprised by people staying th;
going. They were just doing zazen and if people stayed it was sort of ples
wasn't that people were going, it was just that it was a nice little surprise
did stay.

Jean Ross: Before | went to Japan 1 didn't think in terms of the group a
and | don't think other people did, really. Bill Kwong might have, and B
McNeill was thinking of becoming a priest. But there wasn this group f
there being a sangha, not at all. And we all read the latest books on Zen
Buddhism but not too much of the technical knowledge. Nowadays peoj
talking about the sutras, but most of these translations are new. Of cours
those days Roshi was lecturing, just as he does today. And it was his lect
we were following,

Dick Baker: To take notes in the beginning, I had to sit in the center of -
row and really concentrate to get the words, and still there were words [
miss every lecture. I can remember for a year | thought he was saying Ar
he was saying alert. “You should be more alert,” he would say and I was
*you should be more like an Arhat,” more practicing on your own. And .
lecture I'd go in and tell him the words he’d mispronounced, and the Eng
things he’d said wrong. I didnt know if he liked it. I used to say, “Do yo
my doing this? I'm just going to do it anyway,™













Center. It just happened. Nothing formal. Just sitting around the table in Roshi’s
presence, which is a great privilege, because you cant be around him for very long
and not be awed of his great presence, personality, whatever you want to call it.
We talked seriously about what are we, who are we, what are we doing, where are
we going, quite frequently. Then Bob Hense returned (the summer of 1961) and sat
every day, and he seemed to have the force to preject us into some sort of organi-
zation. We had a special meeting at which the officers were elected. Bob became
president, Betty Warren became vice president, and 1 became treasurer. The job of
secretary got bounced around quite a bit.

Phillip Wilson: 1 had gotten through reading D.T. Suzuki's works and all the
koans and everything like that. So I imagined Zen was supposed to be free. And
involved with koans. But 1 couldn’t figure out how it got so legalistic. And it kept
running through my head, is this Zen? What have I gotten into? Isnt it another
one of those boxes where you've got a business and you've got to wear your little
suit? And then 1 loocked up at Reverend Suzuki and he looked perfectly at ease. 1
thought, aha, at least there’s one free man here. But as I look back on it I think it
was actually a great act of Bodhisattva activity on Reverend Suzuki’s part to Jet
each person express his own nature, and have it fulfill Zen Center’s nature at the
same time, but my mind wasn't particularly interested in that aspect. I liked the
meditation part. Those people who were leading led, and those people who didn’
lead didn’t say anything. And they were quite content not to say anything because
it never occurred to them to feel embarrassed if they didn', because the whole
basis was zazen. So during the very long meetings we'd just sit there half asleep
and half awake. And someone would ask him a question and he would give an
intelligent comprehensive reply. Like he had heard everything, I like that. How he
could hear that and still look like he’s asleep.

Della Goertz: Bishop Yamada had a Japanese name for us, But Bob Hense felt
that a Japanese name wouldn't attract American students. So Bob thought up Zen
Center.

Phillip Wilson: Bill Kwong said that it’s Zen and it’s a center of activity. And no
one could get around the idea.

Paul Alexander: Zen Center became clearly organized under Grahame. He had
that ability to pull the loose strings together.

Grahame Petchey: Before | came they had the name of Zeri Center and some sort
of structure they were trying to get together. Bob Hense had brought in an ex-
lawyer who was becoming a minister in Berkeley, and the whole thing seemed to
be going on for quite a long time and nothing was really getting anywhere. Then
Bob went away for a month or two and [ think all the documents were lost for a
while. Once they were stolen. I remember. Anyway, we were able to recover some
of the papers and we started trying to get incorporated. First we sent off those
papers which had already been drawn up to the State and they came right back.
So then Paul Alexander, Betty, Jean and T organized ourselves with a lawyer from

iome Street, drew up a constitution and bylaws, and filed again. And Zen

‘er was acccepted as an incorporated non-profit organization by the State of

‘ornia somewhere around August 1962,

Baker: 1t took a year of meetings once a month and more often to decide on
ithing as simple as the staticnery. It was sometimes frustrating and rather
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