Once George, a friend, asked me what my last name, Kumasaka, meant.  I told him Bear Slope or Bear (on a) Hill.  After this, I thought about how most Japanese surnames have to do with nature.  I also remembered a television show I had watched on PBS several years before.  It was about the Ainu, the native people of the northernmost island of Japan, Hokkaido.  In the documentary, the Ainu were hunting and eating bear.  They were doing a ceremony where they were dancing and singing and thanking the bear for giving its life to sustain them.  At one point, one of the dancers actually became the bear.  Somehow all of this came back to me and a poem began to emerge.  

Around the same time a Kiché (Mayan) friend from Guatemala told me what my name meant in his language.  As I reflected on my last name and what it meant to me, I began to feel more of a connection to the land of my ancestors.

Kumasaka

For George, who asked me what my name meant.

I

My surname is a poem.

Passed down from generation

to generation

A gift from my father's father

and many fathers and mothers

before him

Said first at a time

when we knew

we were one

With Earth

With Sky

With Water

When we knew

we were that bear coming

over the hill

coming towards

us

When we were not afraid.

For we knew if she put

teeth into skin

paw into body

She would send us back

to the source

To the bright light

of the Spirit

We would be her

strength

And she our

human-ness

We would be whole and

still more divine

We would be

home.

II

My surname is a poem.

So said a Kiché

(Mayan) man

I'd like to

say he travelled

all the way

from Guatemala

to tell me this

I'd like to say

it was some cosmic

plan

No, our paths just crossed

in the middle of

Montana

I said my name

and he told me

what it meant

in his native tongue.

It was not some

secret code or mystery

It was not some

romantic notion

or a 

nonsense word

It was a poem

Simply: 

"Clarity coming," 

is what he said.

III

My surname is a poem.

A story of a Robin Hood-like

character

Who stole from

the rich

and gave to

the poor

Called a bandit by some

A saint by others

My great grandmother was

like this

Feeding all who came

to her doorstep

Come in, come in

she'd say

We don't have much

but whatever we have

You're welcome

to it

I often sat at her table.

I was

The Monk

The Nun

The Traveler

The Beggar

As I filled my

hollow belly

I watched her moon-like

face

Shining

Beaming

Radiant

with the

Joy of giving.

IV

My surname is a poem.

A camellia

Bright and pink with 

hearty leaves

and stem

You couldn't pick them

You had to

cut them

Sometimes

the only beauty

in our house

Were the blooms I cut

from the bush

outside

our window

I loved to show

my friends

that bush

There was a cardboard

tag that read, "Kumasaka"

"See, see," I'd say

this flowering bush is 

named after us

After my

family.

The blossoms came

year after year

So abundant they were

I took them for granted

Oh, to have one of those

blooms again

in a vase

by my bedside

Those precious, sweet

camellias

Those flowers that 

gave me hope

Even in winter.

V
My surname is a poem.

One I chose not 

to speak 

for several years

Forsaking the ancestors 

and culture

I walked away 

from the family mon*

Hid my grandmother's 

recipes

Forgot my family's 

stories

And my own life 

meaning

Wanting to come 

from nowhere

I was going 

nowhere soon.

Couldn't/wouldn't say 

any poetry 

Much less The Song

of Who I am,

The Song of Kin 

And Clan 

And Tribe.

Now as I say

This poem of a name

I remember

Fukushima-ken

The smell of the

rice fields

on those cool summer morns

The sound of the cicadas

The feel of the wind

The Rocks

The Hills

The Bear.
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