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There is something about houses that
makes us want them to tell stories of all
that went on within and without their
walls. There are many houses in my town,
a few in which 1 lived - nine, as | recall.

In this paper chat ['ll use some of them
as polestars to guide our thoughts and as a
place to hang our hats. These are memor-
ies of a youngster growing up in Lompoc
during the Roaring Twenties and the De-
pressed Thirties.

To begin, 1 was a product of a romance
that developed sometime between 1914
and 1919 when my father, Robert Ready
Mercer, lived with his uncle and aunt,
Frank and Carrie Mercer, on the north-
east corner of H Street and Maple Ave.
My mother Wynona Ethyl Saunders lived
directly across H Street with her father
Nathan Taylor Saunders. Mother was
born in that house on May 17, 1898. Her
father came to Lompoc in 1892, a widow-
er with four soms, Frank, Job, Clarence
and Lyman. Like most of the Saunders'
they came from Missouri.

(Editor's note, see Lompoc Legacies
numbers 16 and 17 for Saunders' family
history.)

Grandfather Nathan married Frankie
Cochran in 1897. Frankie was sister to
Brohelia Cochran Moore, wife of George
Washington Moore and mother of Frank
Moore of Moore Mercantile fame.

(Editor's note, see Legacies 18, 20 and
35 for Moore family)

In 1903 Grandmother Frankie died
leaving Nathan a widower a second time.
It seems strange, looking back, how
removed all of the Saunders relatives were
from my life. I heard people talking about
Auntie Bro, Aunt Sally, Aunt Nancy and
Uncle Zene, but these people had all died
several years before I was born in 1921,
So I had no way to relate to them, even

MARCH 1996



About the time 1 was born in May 11,
1921, Mom and Dad bought the plumbing
business from Frank Moore and leased the
building. So Bob Mercer Plumbing and
Heating, and I, Robert Angier Mercer,
were born about the same time. Sometime
during the first two years of my life my
folks decided to build their own house at
228 South J Street. Though we lived there
only a few years, it is the site of my first
memories. We, forever after, referred to
it as our "own house". J Street at that
time was not paved, and one of my earliest
recollections is the water wagon pulled by
two horses going past our house, settling
the dust.

It was here that Georgie Learned and |
first became aware that we shared the
same birthday. His mother, Alma, and my
mother were childhood chums. It was the

Robert R. Mercer holding 7 1/2 week old Robert A. Mercer custom, at least in my family, to call close
in front of apartment on top of Moore's Hardware store. adult friends "aunt" and "uncle", so
George's mother and father became Aunt
Alma and Uncle Ned.

down to the street; another set of stairs
went down to the alley behind. Just a few
yards west on the alley was the plumbing
shop. This was a restored church building
which had been moved across | Street -
from the SW corner of | and Cypress - it
was the Christian Church - and set on the
SE corner of | and Ocean. Some years
later when a new shop and showroom was
built the old church building/plumbing
shop was shifted over and incorporated
into the back of the Moore Mercantile
Hardware Store where one can still see its
arches today.

Bob Mercer and
George Learned's
7th birthday party
suad . at the Mercer's
o ulding 349 North H St.
ohure (where Baskin-
Robbins is now)
Some other
children are:
Leroy Bowersox
Junior Beicher
Carolyn Vianola
Sammy Hoover
Ben Ruftner
Paul Ziesche
Esther Louise Rance




Nathan and his daughter, Wynona Saunders

Grandfather Nathan had died. 1 remem-
ber going to Evergreen Cemetery with my
mother and seeing vine-covered mounds
with imposing granite tombstones bearing
my grandparents' names, but it all seemed
remote. Now | wish 1 had learned more; 1
wish 1 had known these stalwart pioneers.

Thanks, however, to many Lompoc
Legacy articles, 1 have learned to
appreciate not only my immediate family,
but all those who made my hometown,
home!

Dad came to Lompoc around 1914 from
Kearney, Nebraska, where he had been
employed as a steamfitter. Apparently, he
had worked there as an apprentice for the
required number of years and was then
promoted to journeyman. A steamfitter in
those years installed boilers and worked
essentially as a plumber. So when he came
to Lompoc at age 27, he went to work for
Frank Moore as a Master Plumber, having
been at that trade since about the age of
fifteen.

One of his first assignments was
plumbing the new Los Alamos Hotel. This
took many months and a great deal of
travel transporting equipment and mater-
ials. I recall Dad telling of setting up a
tent behind the construction site, living

Robert R. Mercer lived he
Carrie Mercer. North H and Maple Ave.

there during the week, and coming home
Saturday night. They were six day work
weeks then. Most of the materials and
appliances came by narrow gauge railway
or wagon. On at least one occasion Dad's
Uncle Frank Mercer, daughter Nell, and
her best friend, Wynona Saunders, drove
over the grade to see Dad, bringing him
dinper with all the trimmings. That was
on a Sunday when he didn't come home.

After Wynona Saunders and Nell
Mercer graduated from Lompoc Union
High School in 1916 they went to Los
Angeles Normal School. Following that
graduation two years later they were given
teaching positions at Lompoc Grammar
School.

During that time Grandfather Nathan
had died. His boys had married and were
living in the Los Angeles area. So mother
was left without parents at age 19. Dad
had joined the U.S. Army and was serving
with the 36th Engineers in France. It was
a time of disruption for many eof that
generation, and though Lompoc was just a
tiny dot on the map, it was net unaffected.

While Dad was still at Camp Dix, New
Jersey, he had written Frank Moore about
returning to work for him, and Frank had
responded that it was possible, and had
sent a reference should he seek employ-
ment elsewhere.  Mother and Dad had
corresponded during the war, so more
than work was drawing him back te
Lompoc. They eloped to San Jose on June
24, 1920. Dad was working once more for
Moore Mercantile Plumbing Shop as a
plumber and tinsmith.

1 was born above Moore's in the 100
block of West Ocean Avenue in a flat with
a large porch on the back, and stairs going

ré with uncle and aunt Frank and




buildings are still in use and house Mc-
Arthur's Do It Center today.

When I was not quite 4 vears old we
moved from J Street to the corner of K
and railroad tracks - Laurel Avenue. Why
we sold "Our Own House", i don't know.
{Editor's note: Alma and Alden Lewis and
son Cedric bought that house at 228 S J
and Alma and Alden lived out their lives
there).

Qur own house", South J St.

That move was the beginning of our
house jumping. We didn't stay long at the
K Street address, but there 1 had my first
solo adventure. 1 had decided to take a
walk, going down K Street to Ocean
Avenue then to Moore's Grocery. There
my good friends, Frank Jenks and Dave
Horn, met me. 1 recall vividly asking for a
package of gum, which Dave gave me. 1
suppose they thought | had wandered over
from Dad's shop. At any rate, I went out
the front door on to Ocean Avenue and
continued the adventure. Soon I realized I
was lost. Using my four-year-old know-
ledge of Lompoc's environs, I knew that if
I went up H Street to the railroad tracks
and turned left | would eventually see my
house, so I wasn't worried. I was walking
by the grammar school play yard with a
full pack of gum in my mouth when, to my
dismay, mother pulled over to the curb in
our open-air sedan. Fortunately, her relief
quickly cancelled her anger.

Not long after that episode we moved to
the 300 block of South F Street where 1
had my fifth birthday and found 3 play-
mates. The first was Jackie Younts. His
house faced Olive Avenue, but his back-
yard was not far from mine. Jackie's dad
worked at the Celite as a steam shovel
operator. The other two were Isoletta and
Larry Greco. Larry was about a year
younger than 1 and lzzie a year older.
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Our backyards became a great adventure-
land for the four of us.

One day Jackie and 1 were playing
across the street in a hay field where a
shock of hay stood near the road. How we
managed to have matches is beyond me,
but we did. Dry hay shock, matches and
four-year-old boys spelled trouble. 1 lit
the match and touched it to a couple of
straws -- just two! The next thing we
knew the whole shock was on fire and we
were in the house! Mr. Lucien Craft who
lived at 427 S F St, got the fire under
control. The scare was worse than the
punishment. .

About this time Mother began sub-
stitute teaching. From time to time 1
stayed with Aunt Hettie Saunders
Kennedy who lived up the street on the
NE corner of Cypress and F. Aunt Hettie
was the daughter of Mother's Uncle Zene.
Her children were grown. She lived in an
old two story house and the thing I
remember most was having to take a nap
upstairs on a sunny day with the dark
green blinds pulled down.

In 1926 or 1927 we moved to a brand
new house at 206 N H St where the First
Valley Bank now stands. Built by Ernest
Moore it was next door to his parents,
Frank and Anna, who lived in a large Vic-
torian-style house on the NE corner of H
and Walnut. Ernie's brother Howard had
built behind the elder Moores on the NW
corner of G and Wainut. For some

reason Ernest and Donalda Moore chose
not to live in that house and rented it to us.
I had my 6th birthday there.

One morning | awakened to hear that
Frank Moore had died. He was the first
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was in the 300 block, South F Street.



Rohert A (Bob) Mercer, “truck driver"

Dad's truck, or machine, as I remem-
ber its being called, was of great interest to
me. T'he one he had when | was born was
barely out of the wagon stage. The truck
was an open-air rig, a black giant with a
wooden box behind the seat filled with all
kinds of mysterious tools. 1t smelled - like
Dad's shop - of oakum, a creosote smell
that still brings back memories. Dad used
oakum, a stringy rope-like substance that
had a sticky tar ingredient, for caulking
cast iron sewer pipe before pouring molten
lead around the rim for sealing.

"The shop' was an adventure. The old
church buiiding was large, dark, and
cavernous with floors of rough wood.
Some of the windows were arched and
covered high up with spider webs. Steel
water pipe, 20 feet long and of various
diameters, lay on the floor and on a rack.
Black cast iron sewer pipe stood on end.
Battered wooden cubby holes held a
multitude of pipe fittings.

The bench along the south wall held a
great fascination for this youngster, On it
were a number of bench tools: several
hand grinders, a beveler and vises of
various types. Dad was also a tinsmith, or
metal worker, so he had a large quantity of
sheet metal with delicious paraphernalia to
bend, curve, and cut the metal into rain

gutters, horse troughs, even water tanks.
As 1 said, the smell of the large coils of
oakum filled the air. Other smells had to
do with melted lead, solder and muriatic
acid,

There was a loading dock on the alley
and two large doors that opened inward. 1
spent a lot of time sitting on the dock
playing with fittings - ells, couplings,
nipples, tees, and caps, and watching
people come and go.

One of those people I came to know
was Jack Buckman. He worked up the
alley at Rudolph's Hardware store with
Harry Arkley. At noon he would walk
down the alley to his home just a few
doors from us on J Street --210 S J St.

It seemed he was always whistling.
When he saw me, he'd make a face or say
something to make me laugh. [Jack was
the uncle of Helen Buckman Schuyler].

Looking from the shop across 1 Street
and into the alley beyond one could see the
Spanne Blacksmith Shop. They did a lot
of their work in the alley, so there was the
noise of hammer against metal, and loud
voices talking over the din. But what 1
remember best about Spanne's long low
building was the picture painted on its
wall. In it a man in western wear was
kneeling over a cook fire with a frying pan
in his hand, flipping pancakes. Above this
was written ALBERS SPERRY FLOUR.

On the SE corner of Ocean Avenue and
I Street, and adjacent to Dad's shop was a
vacant area where Moore's kept their
farm machinery like hay rakes, mowers
and harrows on display. Later, the post-
office with Moore's apartments upstairs
was built there. [ believe it was at this
time that the old church building was
shifted and Frank Moore built the new
building for Dad's shop.

It was then that Bob Mercer Plumbing
began selling appliances and fixtures. Dad
was the agent for Crane, Standard and
Kohler sinks, basins, toilets and tubs
which he had on display, along with Norge
refrigerators, mangles and stoves.
Majestic, then Philco and RCA radios

became a part of his expanding trade.
This occurred about 1926/27. Those




Kindergarten Class (Page 6)

Back row: Teacher, Miss Music, Esther
Louise Ranoe, Esther Carlson, Chester Stock,
Lothelle Moore, Dorothea Palmer, Helen
Huyck, Myra Huyck, Robert Mercer, Chester
Cooley, Paul Ziesche

3rd row: unknown, Phyllis rios, Dick Weston,
Billy Jones, Frank Belcher, George Learned,
Tsuyako Tanoye, Miyoko Iwamoto

2nd row: unknown, Irene Shanklin, Florence
Suliivan, Mary Ellen Swartout, Verna
Schuyler, leko Hinode, unknown

Front row: Paul Stockton, Chester Hennesy,
Masaje (?), Hector (?) and Don Ray.

I completed kindergarten and we
moved again! This time up the street to
439 N H St. where I see a Baskin-Robbins
Ice Cream store today. However, in 1928
it was the suburbs of Lompoc. We lived in
the midst of many families, most of whose
houses had been built within the past 30 to
40 years, I would guess. Down on the NE
corner of Laurel and H was the home of
Carl and Mary Saunders - see Legacy No.
16. .
Next doer to the south of us, Margaret
and Paul Stockton resided. [ said that
Junior and I began kindergarten together.
His sisters Marcena, Alice and Louise also
lived at home. His eldest sister Ava was
married to a well-known rancher, Bab
Sudden.

The Stocktens had a long hall from the
front door to the kitchen. One day mother
put a cup in my hand and told me to go
next door to borrow a cup of sugar.
Seven-year old minds have spaces, some of
which are filled with knowledge, some are
blank. At any rate I recall going down
that long hall, the cup dangling on one
finger by my side. Mrs. Stockton filled the
cup with sugar, and I, lost in many
thoughts, turned around and, with the cup
still dangling, strode back down the hall.
At the door 1 heard a yeli, "Bobby" - I
turned to see a long line of white granules
and Mrs. Stockton rushing down the hall.

Mrs. Mary Elizabeth Whipple and her
daughter Wilma lived next doer to the
north of us. Next to the Whipples were
very friendly neighbors, Mrs. and Mrs.
George Sanor whose lovely, plush house I
enjoyed visiting. Their son George Jr.
was a red haired teenager I considered a
good friend. He allowed me to play with

an electric train he had set up in a special
room. The Sanors had a patch of prickly
pear cactus in the alley behind their barn.
Mr. Sanor would peel the pears and share
them with me. There are still a number of
barns in town. Many residents had
chickens and some even a cow or two.

On the corner across Maple from the
Sanor house was where my mother had
been born about 30 years earlier. The
house had been moved and was now used
as a storage and wash house behind the
Tustin Nicoles home, 532 N. H St.

Beginning with the Carl Saunders home
and proceeding north, on the east side of
the street were the Hennessy family, the .
George Uptons, and Grace Canfield and
her children Lloyd and Mildred. Mildred
later married Dad's nephew Walter
Thornbury.

Next to them Fred and Martha Carlson
lived with their 4 children, David, Esther,
Robert and Ruth. The Carlsons were also
playmates of mine.

Next door was the Angler house and on
the corner of H and Maple was the Alex
Main family.  Across H Street from the
Mains was the house where Uncle Frank
and Carrie Mercer lived when Dad came
to town in 1913.

Ameong many. other memories of that
extended neighborhood of families was
our paper boy of that era, Jack Swarthout.
Even though he was older than I he was
very friendly. 1 would come to know Jack
much better when we moved to 503 E
Ocean Avenue.

The horse and wagon was still used
occasionally. I recall that when Dad
decided to build a garage to the south of
us, Al Pierce - father of Myrtle Rios and
Marie Huyck - came with the gravel on his
familiar gravel wagon pulled by two draft
horses. He drove into the proper area and
began shoveling gravel onte the site,
When he got down to a certain point, he
backed the wagon over the pile and began
shaking and moving the loose floor boards
until the gravel fell between the planks -
thus it became a dump wagon. Muscles
were still a prime requirement when
working meant work.



person 1 remember having known who
died. 1 had just seen him and heard his
friendly greeting in their yard the day
before. 1 now have before me a clipping
from the Lompoc Record saved by my
parents dated: Tuesday May 24, 1927,
The headline reads: SUDDEN DEATH
OF F.B. MOORE SHOCKS VALLEY.

Through the eyes of a 6-year-old I
watched L.a Purisima Lnm being built as [
played on the sidewalk in front of our
house. Then on up - north - the street in
the lot made vacant when St Mary's

. Episcopal Church was moved across
Chestnut Avenue to the NE corner at H
St., a large tent was erected for the
Lompoc Valley Fair. | notice in reading
Frank Moore's obituary that "...he always
found time for public service and was
willing to help promote any undertaking
that was for the good of the community.
His last public service was in connection
with the Lompoc Valley Fair and in this he
gave the Farm Bureau most active sup-
port."".

I remember going into that huge
wonderland with my mother and dad. The
smell of sawdust and cooking feod, the
sight of colorful streamers mesmerized me.

Many of the local merchants had booth

set up, including Bob Mercer Plumbing
and Heating. It was an auspicious affair
for the Lompoc Valiey.

While at 206 N H ST bronchitis struck
me. According to my mother, during one
night Dr. Lawrence Heiges Sr. said there
was nothing more medically to be done. A
young man in a relatively new profession
had just moved to town. His name wuy
Philip Bryson, and he was a chiropractor.
Having done some work for him, my dad
called him in desperation.

Dr. Bryson was using a new therapy
called an ultra violet ray lamp. He
brought his equipment over that night and
worked over me until morning. My
breathing improved and | became a
regular in Dr. Bryson's office upstairs in
the new Lompoc Theater building.

How well 1 remember Mother taking
me to my first day of school in the brand
new kindergarten building. It was a
square stuccoed box-like structure built by
Bert Everett and plumbed by my dad. It
faced onto H Street north of the grammar
school building and had several big date
palms in the yard. Paul Ziesche, Myra
Huyck, Paul "Junior" Stockten. and
Robert Carlson are some of the classmates
who joined me that memorable day in
September, 1927,
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The Howertons, Austin and Bil,
poured the cement slab and driveway
strips, mixing the concrete in a mnoisy
cement mixer. Skip Negus constructed the
garage. These were some of the men my
father worked with on a daily basis.
Dewey Page was the electrical contractor
in those days. Dad was a sub-contractor
for Skip Negus, Eric Peterson, Bert
Everett and Walt Stewart.

Dad had a number of laborers who
worked for him from time to time. He
often dug his own ditches; ditches were
part and parcel of the plumbing business.
As I got older I learned early not to lean
on a shovel. At least not while Dad was
around!

Dad's favorite ditch digger was Gus
Franz, a German immigrant who came to
town shortly after World War 1. He
became something of a town character, but
to me he was a very loveable guy. He had
one good eye, smoked a worn stub of a
pipe, usually wrapped with a string. He
was about 5 feet tall, talked with a distinct
German accent, wore his trousers about
an inch above his cleavage, and loved
wine!

Prohibition  or no, he drank quite
freely, but could he dig a ditch! Ditch dig-
ing was an art. for it had to be straight
down, two feet wide, and sometimes to a
depth of six or more feet. The clincher
was that it had to have proper fall for the
sewer water to drain into the main line,
Gus could do it all,

To be continued in Part |l

Bob Mercer
Age 5

Bob Mercer ‘
George Learned
7th birthday
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