Recalling the Earliest Days at the City
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A talk given by John Scroggs on March 10, 2019 at City of Ten Thousand Buddhas
Chinese Translated by RuiLiu
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As I recall, when I first came to the City of Ten Thousand
Buddhas in 1975, it was to oversee the escrow process, prior
to the actual purchase. There were only a few of us laymen
at the time: Bob Olson, Jin Gong Shr, Lee Eagleson, myself,
and, later, Morris Kaplan. Bhikshu Heng Kuan was here
occasionally and primarily did negotiations for the purchase.
Bhikshu Heng Lai was in and out as well usually on weekends.

During this period, although the campus was depopulated,
it was being maintained pretty much the way it was when it
was being run by the State. The lawns were green, all the street
lights were on, and most of the cottages were occupied by
renters. There was a baseball field down by the current farm
that was being used by the local little league. The Ten Thousand
Buddhas Hall was then a basketball court/gymnasium, and to
the north of it, there were some tennis courts. Almost everyone

in the local community worked at the MSH (Mendocino
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State Hospital) or had family members who worked here. There
were some three thousand people living on this campus when it
was closed in 1972. When it was in operation, not only did many
locals work here, they also availed themselves of the facilities.
According to local people, there were a lot of informal gatherings
in the summer evenings on the green grasses under the night sky
here at the MSH. The little league was using the baseball field—
the small work force that had maintained the grounds as well as
the local police were encouraged to use the tennis courts, etc.—as
this provided a presence and discouraged vandalism.

After escrow, initially we just kept things going, but we had
to pay the bills. Slowly piece-by-piece, we began to pare back and
shut down on those things that we did not need. Keeping the

\

lawns green was a luxury we could not afford so we shut down
the watering system. The street lights were also expensive and
unnecessary, so slowly we turned off the lights a section at a time.

We maintained security with bike patrols. Until we put in our
well, the water was being pumped by other sources from wells
down by the river, so we didn’t have to service them. But there
was a conventional sewage treatment system, (also off site), which
we had to run—]Jin Gong Shr, Lee Eagleson and I did this work.
Jing Gong and I both became state certified operators. Most of
the infrastructure was failing, so as you can imagine, everyone
who was here was pretty much fully occupied with plain old
work.

It had to be done and, usually, it had to be done without
spending money. We also tried to maintain the daily routine of a
Way-place. We held morning and evening recitations in what is
now the small dining hall used by the students of our schools. We
used what is now the Confucius Hall for our dining hall and we
cooked in the small kitchen there. Fairly soon, Master Hua sent
Bhikshu Heng Kung up to live in Tatagatha Monastery (TM)
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and maintain a monastic presence. Most of us also stayed at
TM, but the firehouse was also used.

Summers were unbelievably hot. I initially spent most of my
time just mowing lawns from sun-up to sun down. The previous
owners had left us a ride-on reel-to-reel mower to keep the grass
down. However, if we did not constantly mow, the grass would
get too high and it could not be mowed at all. I was very allergic
to grass clippings, so I wheezed a lot and had watery eyes, and
red itching skin. It was often very hot, 120 degrees, down at the
sewage plant according to the temperature gauge down there. I
have been told this is not quite accurate, but it was truly hot.
Sometimes, it was so hot that it was impossible to do much of
anything and, I admit, for relief, I would go down under the
Talmage road bridge and just sit in the water.

In the winter, we had famous the “ice-box” of Gold Mountain
Monastery (GMM) on steroids. We had to shut down the huge
central boilers that provided steam heat to the whole property,
so for us, there was no heat anywhere. It was so cold on the
Chan benches that you couldn’t fall off to sleep even if you tried.
Slowly we were getting our community moved up and one of
the first people to come up was artist/craftsman named Robbie.
Master Hua had given him the challenge of creating a lotus petal
stand for the Guanyin image we currently have here in this hall.
He came up in the late fall and when told there was no heat, he
exclaimed, “That is ridicules!” He immediately went to work
and fabricated a 2-barrel wood stove and put it up in his shop,
which was the old Mason Shop. Needless to say, a lot of us spent
a considerable amount of time in his shop during that winter.
Shortly thereafter Master Hua commissioned a local welder to
fabricate, I believe, 25 cast iron wood stoves, which we installed
here and there throughout CTTB. We put one in TM next to
the TM Buddha Hall to be used as a sickroom for when our
people really needed some warmth. We put some in the halls
and annexes of the Joyful Giving House (JGH.) Anyway this
began our long involvement with heat at CT'TB.

Of course we had gas heat in the cottages and at Dragon
Tree, Lion and Horse Whinny, so we could accommodate
visitors with some limited hospitality, and Master Hua always
made sure that visitors, especially the elderly, were kept warm.
The hallmark events of the first few years—the opening in 1979,
the construction of the mountain gate, and the construction
of the dining hall-—had not yet occurred. I have talked about
the well we put in, but I would like to talk about some of these

other events at a later date when we have time. &
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