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saw him. [Editor’s note: When Guo Fa 
saw the Venerable Master’s photograph, 
it actually moved by itself. When the 
Venerable Master was leading the 
Shurangama Dharma assembly, purple 
light pervaded the Buddha Hall.Please 
refer to article “Meeting The Master Was 
No Coincidence; I  Now Strive To Repay 
His Kindness” of  VBS No.381,Feb 
2002]. Myself not so much, but Bob 
very much so. We both went out to 
play and attended lectures on a weekly 
basis for while. Eventually, Bob came 
back and wanted to live there and 
wanted to be more closely associated to 
the Master. Part of it might have been 
that the police might have fi gured out 
where we were. Bob Olson is one of the 
most courageous, brave individuals I’ve 
met in my life. There was one thing he 
was terrifi ed of and that was going to 
jail. Shifu said, “Well, Guo Fa, if you 
don’t want to go to jail, you’d better 
memorize the Shurangama Mantra.” 
Three days later, he had memorized it. 
That’s pretty good for an American.

There was a period of four to fi ve 
years when I was off doing other things, 
and he was involved in Buddhist 
Lecture Hall and when they moved 

In Memory of Upasaka Guo Fa 
             (Bob Olson)   (Continued)

HE IS MY GRANDFATHER

His Dharma name was Guo Fa, and he 
and I both met the Abbot at the same 
time at Waverly Place, San Francisco, 
a long time ago—I think it was 1968. 
I knew him at the beginning of our 
acquaintance with Buddhism and also 
knew him at the end. This was a very 
interesting time in modern history, 
the 1960s; in this country things were 
really topsy-turvy. Nobody really knew 
much about what was going on, but 
Bob got himself involved in a situation 
and the police tried to arrest him. 
Bob was a fast long-distance runner. 
At the time, there were fi ve police 
offi cers who surrounded him and were 
just about to handcuff him. But he 
ducked, sneaked out from the circle 
of police offi cers and ran. The police 
chased him but couldn’t catch up with 
him. At last, there were more than 100 
police offi cers who searched for him 
for some fi ve hours but couldn’t fi nd 
him. What he did was that he tossed 
his sailor’s hat in the air and he said, 
“Look at that!” and the police looked 
up in the air. As they were looking up 
in the air, he ducked out and they lost 

track of him as he escaped. What was 
bad about the situation was not that 
he escaped from the police, but what 
was really bad about it was that there 
were 300 to 500 people who saw it. So 
it was a huge loss of faith in Seattle’s 
police department. I caught up with 
him later, and he contacted his mother 
and they got him a lawyer. After the 
incident, he called the lawyer and 
asked what he should do, and the 
lawyer said, “Get out of town.”

Because we were in contact with 
Ron Epstein, Steve Klarer, and Loni 
Baur, we fi nally arrived at the San 
Francisco Buddhist Lecture Hall. 
When we arrived that night, there was 
a Dharma assembly in progress. The 
Venerable Master was very happy and 
very compassionate in keeping us. We 
felt very good.

Those of you out there in your 
early 20s, that’s about what we were 
at the time. We weren’t old fogies 
like we are today but we were young 
guys. Both of us established an affi nity 
with Shifu and the Buddhist Lecture 
Hall for a number of years, but Bob 
was the one who had a deep visceral 
recognition of Shifu when he fi rst 
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to 15th street. He did various things; 
he was a cook for quite a while, which 
was both good and bad depending on  
many factors. But in those days, there 
wasn’t much money and very often the 
vegetables brought in were those being 
thrown out of markets. The day-to-
day fare depended on what could be 
obtained and the mood of the cook,  
sometimes the mood wasn’t that great. 
He also ended up taking a job working 
for an electrician in order to provide 
funds for the Buddhist Lecture Hall, 
to buy food among other things.

One summer day at 15th Street, the 
GMM (Gold Mountain Monastery) 
Sangha had been invited to a meal 
in Burlingame at a layperson’s home. 
Shifu led them over to the donor’s 
house for the offering and left Bob 
to guard the door. Later according to 
Heng Guan, Shifu was sitting at the 
table. Every couple of minutes, he 
started to get out of his chair. Then he 
sat back down again. He got up and 
sat back down again. Eventually, he 
got up and went into the hallway and 
he got on the phone and called Gold 
Mountain. What happened is that it 
was a very hot day. Bob was left all 
alone. There was an ice cream store 
down the street. He was thinking about 
leaving to quickly go and get some 
ice cream cones, soda or something. 
Every time he thought about it, he 
started towards the door, and then he 
changed his mind. Finally, he made up 
his mind to go get something to eat or 
drink. As he almost made it out of the 
door, he heard the phone ring, with 
Shifu on the phone, “What are you 
doing?” (Chuckle) Heng Guan said 
it was really funny to watch Shifu go 
through this kind of tracking of Bob’s 
thoughts.

Besides doing electrical work out 

of an economic necessity of sorts, he 
also felt he was fanagled into it by Shifu 
because Shifu had a house that one of 
the donors had given to him that he 
was staying in. At some point in his 
electrical career before he became a 
contractor, Shifu had one task that 
needed to be done at the house that 
involved changing the 220-volt meter. 
Shifu had to take out a permit to get 
the work done and couldn’t afford an 
electrician so he took out an owner-
builder permit, and he had Bob go 
down and pick up the permit. Bob 
said, “How can I go down and pick up 
the permit when I’m not the owner?” 
Shifu said, “Just go down; don’t worry 
about it.”

So he went to the building 
department to take out the permit, 
and the bureaucrat behind the counter 
said, “You sure don’t look Chinese, 
Mr. Hua.” And Bob replied, “Yeah, I 
know, that was my grandfather.” The 
guy said, “OK, here’s your permit.” So 
that was the beginning of Bob’s career 
as a contractor.

There are many stories like this and 
everyone associated with Shifu when he 
was alive recognizes the inconceivable, 
playful samadhi that went on a lot of 
the time.  All of these people who knew 
Bob and lived through this period 
of time also have stories to tell. DM 
Heng Shun, Gwo Sun Shr, and DM 
Heng Sure have a lot of stories. DM 
Heng Sure used to work for Bob when 
he was an electrician before Heng 
Sure became a monk. I don’t know 
if I want to go into any more stories; 
I just want to say that Bob really felt 
blessed by his association with Shifu, 
and his opportunity to contribute to 
the establishment of Buddhism in the 
West.

Many of you probably don’t know 

who he is, but they have pictures up 
there in the Nirvana Hall so maybe 
you’ll recognize him. He’s older 
generation and there are numerous 
good stories out there. I know that 
others are going to reminisce and 
talk about those days. My memory’s 
not so good; I’m sure I’m going to be 
corrected in many things, but Bob was 
a substantial part of this play and we’re 
going to feel his absence.

He came up here in 1976 when 
Guo Sun and I came up and a couple 
of other people. Heng Tso, Heng 
Kong, Heng Guan were also up here 
occasionally. He was involved in the 
building of the main mountain gate out 
in front, that put-together project. His 
fi ngerprints are in a sense everywhere 
here, even if we’re not aware of it.

To be continued
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