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A Personal Journey to Suwanose Island

Daniel Bratton

Had it not been for a chapter in Gary Snyder's Earth House Hold, I would likely have remained completely
unaware of the existence of Suwanose and the other Tokara Islands. It was my interest in the influence of the
American Beat writers on the environmental movement that drew me to Snyder's evocative account of Banyan
Ashram, the commune at the foot of Suwanose's active volcano to which he belonged during the summer of 1967.
That year Banyan Ashram, also called Banyan Dream, became a haven for both Easterners and Westerners: Japanese
Buzoku hippies and countercultural refugees from North America, India and Europe. In August, blowing a conch
horn at the edge of the volcano's deep crater, Snyder wedded Masa Uehara in a ceremony witnessed by the poets
Tetsuo Nagasawa and Nanao Sakaki. Teaching in close 2 : :
proximity to the city of Kagoshima (with its own smoking
volcano and twice-weekly ferry service to Suwanose), I quickly
agreed to my wife's proposal that we discover the fate of
Banyan Ashram by travelling to the island during the
Japanese Golden Week holiday in 2004.

The remoteness of the Tokara Islands from
modern-day urban Japan is dramatically underscored by the
way they are reached. Because the ferry from Kagoshima
departs at midnight, one immediately plunges into the thick
darkness of the East China Sea. Ten hours later, in the
morning light, Otake's volcanic plumes of smoke on the
horizon herald a rugged, less domesticated land. Gary Snyder
describes Suwanose from the vantage point of a swimmer in
“Burning Island”:

Volcano belly Keeper who lifted this island
for our own beaded bodies adornment
and sprinkles us all with his laugh—
ash in the eye

mist, or smoke,

on the bare high limits—!
Snyder recorded that the fishermen who sailed down from Miyazaki called the island Yake-jima because of the steam
that constantly billows from Otake's central crater.

Our ferry was greeted by what seemed nearly every able-bodied person on the island. We later learned that
among the men in blue attending to the docking and unloading of the boat was Tetsuo Nagasawa. Gary Snyder has
described Naga as "one of the purest experimentalists . . . hang[ing] out at the cliff where language stops at the edge
of emptiness,"? a poetics supported by Naga’s poem "Daybreak”:

the wind blows across the mountain

the odor of a jujube-colored star

blends with the murmur of a stream in the valley

I stop where I meet something and nothing

faintly staining the sky3
The atmosphere of this poem is a good introduction to Suwanose. Imagine a place without a stop sign, without a
traffic light, without a police officer, without a gas station, without a bus, without a crosswalk, without a politician,
without a vending machine (and this in Japan!) and you will have a sense of our first impression that morning.

Nevertheless, the Suwanose on which we landed was clearly a different place than in the heady days of
Banyan Ashram. The major development on Suwanose that demarcates then and now was the Yamaha Company’s
decision in the early 1970s to turn the island into an expensive tourist resort. Naga later showed us a collection of
creative writing by both Easterners and Westerners published at the time to promote public awareness around the
world of this project threatening the island’s ecosystem. In spite of such protests, Yamaha went ahead with its plans,
and while the venture failed because, according to Sakaki Nanao, the conditions of the island were too harsh for rich
people, signs of this development can be found in several places. Suwanose is scarred not only by disintegrating
paved roads but also an airstrip and abandoned accommodation, vestiges of economic expansion, before the bursting
of the bubble, that are now being reclaimed by nature.
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Still, most of the present inhabitants to whom we spoke do not regard all these developments in an entirely
negative light. The paved roads are clearly more convenient than the former slippery clay trails, especially during the
rainy season, and residents capitalized upon such improvements by constructing a cement breakwater at the island’s
southern beach. When T first visited it, I had difficulty believing this was the beach whose coral ledge and natural
cove have been so lovingly recounted by Gary Snyder in his prose and poetic recollections of swimming and diving
there. The incursions on the land and seascape made by the breakwater, at the base of a man-made concrete canyon,
seemed completely hostile to aesthetic considerations. Yet I soon came to realize that the inhabitants of Suwanose
have been guided not only by their love of its rugged beauty but also practical matters of safety and sustainability.
Who was I to question the necessity of a safe harbor on an island that is repeatedly strafed by typhoons?

Our second day on Suwanose the proprietors of our minshuku responded to my interest in Banyan Ashram
by proposing a dinner with one of the five families who, long after the break-up of their commune, were still
pursuing the Banyan Dream. The same evening we found ourselves in the spirited company of Kenji Akiba and his
wife Mitsuko (Nanda and Miko), their daughter Sara, and her son Tokara, named after the islands. Brandishing a
bottle of lovely French wine, the Akibas immediately enveloped us with a great natural warmth, imparting stories of
the days when Nanda and Miko worked side by side with Gary Snyder, Franco Beltrametti, Sakaki Nanao and Tetsuo
Nagasawa. Foremost among my many memories of that evening was Nanda’s reply to a question as to whether there
were a future for Suwanose—he shrugged his shoulders and asked if there were a future for the world. This sort of
simple, down-to-earth wisdom characterized observations made not only by the Akiba family but also other former
members of Banyan Ashram. They strike one as living very much in the present, tackling the tasks at hand with an
unequivocal sense of purpose and strong identification with place. There is a serenity and unpretentiousness in them
seldom, if ever, encountered in city dwellers. Gary Snyder wrote in Earth House Hold, “Westerners have much to
learn from this easy cooperativeness and sense of getting
the work done without fuss. The Banyan people had less
ego-friction (none!) and difficulty over chores than any
group I've ever seen.”#

The following morning the owners of our minshuku
drove us by the former Banyan Ashram, now a lowly shed
for cattle, though we were cheered by the sight of the
nearby settlement where the five remaining families
dispersed after its dissolution. Our hosts pointed out a
pleasant garden behind which Naga’s natural-looking
wooden house could be glimpsed. Close by was the brightly
painted garage door of the Akibas' place. Nanda, who
describes himself as an amateur artist, has also painted the
whimsical roadside signs that direct one to various places
on the island.

However, the melancholy I had experienced at the
sight of the ruins of Banyan Ashram returned when my wife and I later walked down to the southern beach. The day
before, when I had visited it alone, I had been able to swim in the harbor created by the cement breakwater, where
many bright-colored semi-tropical fish were in evidence. Today, however, oil had been discharged from one of the
fishing boats, leaving a murky film on the surface of the now-abandoned waters. Still, just as we turned away from
this scene, a carload of chattering girls arrived, dropped off by a busy father. These young ladies immediately took
control of the situation, guiding me along the pier to unpolluted waters opening into the sea, into which they merrily
began to dive. Their enthusiasm proved contagious, and soon I was happily swimming in their company.

The highlight of our stay on Suwanose, however, was our visit the next day to the home of Tetsuo Nagasawa,
where we were joined for tea by P-co Kato, another of the original members of Banyan Ashram. My impression of
Naga’s house, which he built himself from shii no ki harvested from the nearby mountains, is inseparable from our
memory of having tea with him and P-co. Their gentleness and kindness, the sense of great spirituality that
surrounded their soft-spoken speech and simplest gestures, seemed at one with the unique wooden house that Naga
has lovingly created over the past thirty years. As the fragrances of green tea and incense mingled in the crisp air, my
wife and I felt ourselves privileged guests at one of the homegrounds celebrated by Gary Snyder, Wendell Berry, and
Yamao Sansei.

We left as though under a spell created by P-co’s vivid recollections of the time she and her husband
Yoshihide (Joe) spent at Banyan Ashram—and by Naga’s offering of his verse. This mood continued into the evening,
when we were honored with a magnificent barbecue at our minshuku. The owners, a vital, open-faced fisherman and
his hard-working wife, provided abundant sashimi (his early morning catch) and bamboo shoots, grilled along with

4
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“
some of the island’s own beef. Mori-san then presented us with a large container of takenoko that he had cut that
afternoon for our return home.

At the time of our departure the next morning, the girls with whom I had swum appeared at the dock, bound
for Kagoshima on the same ferry. We played a game of onigokko, and afterwards I wondered if I had lost face with
the onlookers—a grown man running around like a child. Though the adults, including Naga, were once again hard at
work, somehow I don’t think they particularly minded. B
! Gary Snyder, “Burning Island,” Regarding Wave (New York: New Directions, 1970), 23.

2 Gary Snyder, “Naga.” Intro. to Tetsuo Nagasawa, Stumbling Earth (Tokyo: Splash Words, 2003), 2.
3“Daybreak” is quoted by permission of Tetsuo Nagasawa and translator Alan Gleason.

4Rpt. in The Gary Snyder Reader (Washington, D.C.: Counterpoint, 2000), 67.
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