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Lompoc Legacy No. 75, "Childhood

Memories....Part II", brought Robert A.
Mercer to his Junior and Senior years at
Lompoc High School when the Mercers
moved into their newly constructed home at
136 N G Street. This Legacy begins with
WWII just under way and Bob Mercer about
to go into the U.S. Navy. He then concludes
his childhood memories with warm feelings
even as he reflects on growing up in Lompoc
during the Great Depression.

In January 1942 Dad succumbed to a
heart attack. The Japanese had struck
Pearl Harbor only a month before. In
July I entered the U.S. Naval Reserve.
Mother was still teaching school. Bob
Mercer Plumbing and Heating had been
sold. Then in April of 1944 Mother died,
following a long bout with cancer while I
was overseas. When | came home, home
was at the Tolbert Ranch in Miguelito
Canyon.

However, my real growing up years
were spent at S03 £. Ocean. [ am so glad
that another life-long friend - a teacher,
and close friend of mv mother's, has lived
there for many years - Elsie Sperber. So
in a sense, it's still "home"'!

As 1 think back on those days growing
up in smail town Lompoc, it is difficult to
feel the horrible intensity of the Great
Depression in a personal way; partly, I
think, because many of us were close knit.
Our families knew one another well, and
we supported one another. Yet | knew
that there were those who were suffering
greatly. As a child, I saw it in the lives of
some of our locai families, but I saw it too
in the faces of those men who came to our
back door asking for food and work. And
though my parents were quite successful, I
can still hear the worry in my Dad's voice
and the seriousness of my parent's con-
versations when they thought I was asleep.



Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. Later that
day, president Franklin Roosevelt led the
nation to declare war on the Japanese and
ultimately the Axis powers.

Bob continued to work for Earl Calvert at
the Lompoc Theatre although he was
anxious to follow his many friends into the
service. His choice was the Naval Rescrve
- by then an integral part of the U.S. Navy.
His parents were not ready to release him
just yet. The theatre was open for two
matinees every day and two runs at night
providing entertainment for the many
construction people and soldiers at Camp
Cooke.

Bob Mcrcer recalls the dim outs and black
outs during the War. The theatre could not
light the marquee. No one was allowed to
light up a cigarette as they left the theatre.
Rationing began then. Gasoline, tires, and
certain foods were in short supply. The auto
industry was turned to war production, and
no more cars were made for the duration.

Housing was needed, so Bob's father
decided to build a four-unit court on a lot
near their North G street home. On one of
Bob's two day off breaks from the theatre,
the family went together to Los Angeles to
buy fixtures, refrigerators and stoves for the
apartments. It was on that fateful trip,
January 10, 1942, when Robert C. Mercer,
Bob's father, had a massive heart attack and
died in the hotel in Los Angeles. It was a
difficult time for mother and son as they
drove home to Lompoc the next day.

The draft board gave Bob a six month
deferment. He and his mother completed the
four-unit court just as his father had
envisioned it. The need for housing was
great and the apartments were soon rented
assuring financial security for his mother.

Bob Mercer entered the U.S. Naval
Reserve in June, 1942 and was off to boot
camp at the U.S. Naval Training Station in
San Diego. He was now 21 years of age.
His mother, Wynona (Saunders) Mercer
returned to teaching full time. She was 44,
She would not live to see the end of the war,
but Bob did not know that when he spent a
couple weeks in Lompoc on leave between
boot camp and his next assignment which

took him to Bremerton, Washington. He
was assigned to Fleet Air Wing Four, Carrier
Aircraft Service Unit Thirty-three (CASU-
33). He was on his way to the Territory of
Alaska...

The Japanese had control of most of the
Aleutian Islands and the Armmy and Navy
were assigned to drive them out. Moved
from Sand Point, Seattle, Bob's unit became
headquartered on Kodiak Island, Alaska.
There, he was a Seaman Guard, promoted to
Seaman First Class, with the duty to protect
a PBY Squadron. These "Flying Box Cars"
were converted to bombers and patrolled the
Aleutian Islands.

By Christmas, 1942, the office in the
hanger he was guarding, discovered Bob
could type (learned in a class at Lompoc
High...), so he began a career as a Yeoman.
In mid-1943 he was Yeoman Third Class
and by war's end, had been promoted to
Yeoman First Class. The twenty hours of
cold darkness each day during his first
Christmas away from home was only made
bearable because everyone there was
experiencing the same dismal conditions.

His unit was moved from Kodiak to Adak,
a barren more northerly Island, which had
been secured from the Japanese and was
closer to Kiska and Attu where the enemy
had dug in. On a cold, snowy day when the
wind was blowing 60 to 70 miles an hour
off the Bering Sea, while lying on his bunk,
Bob heard his mother's voice as if she were
physically present. About a week later, he
received a telegram from his Aunt Ethel
through the Red Cross, saying his mother
was in St. Luke's hospital in Altadena with
a spinal tumor. The Red Cross requested a
medical leave and Bob spent two weeks with
his mother in Altadena and then in Lompoc
where she was retumed home by ambulance.
A permanent leave was denied so he
returned to the Aleutians realizing he might
never see her again.

Although she wasn't able to write, Bob
wrote to her daily. Then in April, 1944, he
received a letter from his mother's second
cousin, Vivian Saunders Shanklin, telling
that she had just retumed from his mother's
funeral. It was quite a blow to him because



And I remember the raised voice of my
Dad as he contemplated his business pro-
blems with Mother, The kids I ran around
with were aware of economic horrors in
the United States; we heard about them on
the radio, read about them in the
newspaper, saw it on the news reels, and
we saw children of our own age who
transferred to our school from another
location because their parents had to lead
transient lives in order to survive.

Then we watched as the Civilian
Conservation Corps came to town,
specifically to La Purisima Mission area.
Yet, in my own life I didn't have to deal
with the raw emotion of the great losses
people were suffering then, especially in
the cities. We lived in a relatively innocent
time in a small town where children,
though they suffered the agonies of
growing up, were protected by their par-
ents, teachers and friends who were doing
the best they knew how.

Lompoc was a very special valley
where everything grew in its rich alluvial
soil. It can truly be said that "a river ran
through jt'"! Though at times it flooded
and at other times became a trickle, it
symbolized life growing up when
prosperity and poverty were experienced
by all, in one form or another.

Yet, in my purview, it drew pioneers of
great character, who, without knowing it,
instilled character and faith in its children.
They are worth emulating!

Bob Mercer ended his "childhood" story -
1920's and 1930's here.

YOUTH

Robert A. Mercer graduated from Lompoc
High School in June, 1940. His parents
wanted him to be a teacher so for a while he
attended Santa Barbara State Teachers
College, majoring in Industrial Arts. He
returned to Lompoc after his father suffered
a severc heart attack in March 1941. He
was able to convince his mother, who
needed help, to allow him to withdraw from
school with plans to restart in the fall. He
was helping his dad in the plumbing

Tee constant and convenient reinders of who
could supply plumbing needs hung in many
Lompoc bathrooms..,

business until the shop was sold in the
summer of 1941.

The war was becoming intense in Europe.
Nearby on Burton Mesa, Camp Cooke was
established, bringing countless soldiers and
a building boom to the area. If Robert C.
Mercer was still in the plumbing business,
he could have done well in the summer of
1941, but his failing health prevented it. As
it was, young Bob Mercer was approached
by Earl Calvert to take the job as assistant
manager of the Lompoc Theatre. It was a
good experience for the 20-year-old youth.
He learned to meet, greet and deal with
hundreds of people every day. He earned
$27.50 a wecek, gave his mother $10.00 for
room and board, saved $5.00 in the bank and
had $12.50 spending money!

THE WAR

Bob and his mother arrived home from
church Sunday, December 7, 1941 to hear
his dad's radio blaring the news of the




found an apartment in Slatten's auto court.
He returned to Arkansas, loaded his family
in his farm truck and drove back to
California. Doris was 11, and her happy,
Arkansas childhood came to an end. She
was now in junior high school in town
instead of a one-room country school, and
kids laughed at her because she said "Yes,
sir," and "No ma'am" with her Oklahoma
accent. Besides, she had the problem of
being ahead in some subjects in the eighth
grade so she didn't dare tell her classmates
she was only 11.

Doris Gilliam had attended seven schools
by the time she moved to Lompoc, $0 she
was shy and found it somewhat difficult to
make friends. She immersed herself in
school work at which she excelled and found
some social acceptance at church. She was
a youth leader at age 13. It was also at the
age of thirteen she got her first job as clerk
at the five and ten cent store. Emnest Moore
of Moore Mercantile recruited her to work
there. In her junior year in high school she
had a rash of difficult subjects to get
through, so she did not work that year. She
was a high school senior at age 15, and still
couldn't go on dates...and her best friend was
engaged to be married!

Doris graduated from Lompoc High
School in June, 1944. She had seen her
class dwindle from sixty in their freshman
year and cnding up with only seven boys left
to graduate with the class four years later.
Many had quit school to join the military,
and some finished their senior work, but had
gone into the service before graduation.

Everyone pitched in during the war.
Rationing was the order of the day.
Everyone bought War bonds. There were
several rows of servicemen from Camp

Cooke at every evening service at the
Baptist church. (And every other church in
Lompoc, probably.) The evening service
was followed by a "singspiration" in the
church social hall.

Doris continued to work for Moore
Mercantile after she graduated from high
school. She worked, at one time or another
in most of the departments: women's
clothing, dry goods, grocery store and the
office. In the grocery store in the Forties

things were different than they are today.
Customers brought their list and gave it to
the clerk who then gathered up the items on
the list, brought them to the counter and
rang up the total. The customer paid the bill
and could either take the groceries home or
have them delivered.

The money she was saving to go to
college had to be used to pay medical
expenses for her father. He had been injured
on the job at Johns Manville and there was
no such thing as medical insurance in those
days. He was permanently disabled at age
41. Doris and her mother worked to pay
every medical bill in full. There was no
insurance, no Medi-Cal - that's just the way
it was in those days. (But she did graduate
from college thirty—four years later, and her
mother was there to see it!)

Doris got a job at the U.S. Post Office
branch at Camp Cooke in 1944 when she
was 16, after she graduated from high
school. She and several others rode to work
in an Army truck every moming. She sorted
mail and worked at the window until the
base post office closed down after the war
ended. It was then that Charles Laubly,
Lompoc City Clerk, offered her a position as
his assistant and she worked as deputy city
clerk until she was married.

Doris (Gilliam) Mercer describes all these
details, and much more, in a book Living
Together written by the Mercers, so that
following generations may know what life
was like in the 1930's and 1940's before it
all began to change during and after WWIL

Soon after she climbed into the front seat
of Fred Tolbert's car, driven by Bob Mercer
that fateful evening after a church meeting,
this is how Doris Gilliam relates the events
that followed... "I was eighteen; he was
twenty—five. He was fun and he was funny;
and he was the most eligible bachelor in
town. He asked me out for our first date on
Sunday, June 23. On Tuesday he asked me
to marry him. What happened to courtship?
Did we miss something here? But I couldn't
let him get away; on Friday I told him yes.
The following Thursday, July 4, he gave me
an engagement ring. We were married



he had not yet received word of his mother's
death through the Red Cross. The delay in
the Red Cross message was the result of the
move of his unit from Adak to Attu shortly
after he returned from leave.

Bob was promoted to Yeoman 2nd Class
on the lonely island of Attu. It had recently
been recaptured from the Japanecse.
Primitive conditions prevailed there. When
summer came, his tour of duty in the
Aleutians ended and he was transferred to
Seattle. Two weeks of leave allowed him to
return to Lompoc. He visited his Aunt Nell
(Mercer) Cook in San Luis Obispo and his
Aunt Ethyl (Mercer) Beuterbaugh came and
took him the rest of the way home. Bob
remembers the emotional visit to the
cemetery and standing at the grave sides of
his parents.

Fred and Florence Tolbert took him in on
their ranch in Miguelito Canyon and he
accepted an offer of a permanent home
there. They became as second parents.

He spent the rest of 1944 at Los Alamitos
Naval Air Station where he was promoted to
Yeoman First Class. From there, he was
transferred to Brown Field south of San
Diego, where he spent the last year and a
half of his Navy service. It was while there
he became involved with the First Baptist
Church of Chula Vista.

The war ended in September, 1945 and
six months later, in mid—March, 1946, he
was honorably discharged from the US.
Naval Reserve at Terminal Island. Fred and
Florence Tolbert met him there to take him
home to Lompoc. He would soon be 25
years old.

Bob Mercer was working on the Tolbert
ranch and was actually being groomed to
take it over (Fred Tolbert was 70). He was
attending the Baptist Church on the corner
of Cypress and J where Florence Tolbert had
taught sunday school for many years. He
borrowed the Tolbert's car to attend a church
meeting and after the meeting the young
folks decided to go out perhaps for some ice
cream. Three girls piled into the back seat
of the car and Bob said, "How come no
one's sitting up here with me?" In an
instant, Doris Gilliam climbed over into the
from seat...

LOVE AND MARRIAGE

Doris Elizabeth Gilliam was born on the
Gilliam farm near Chickasha, Oklahoma in
1928. Her parents were Floyd Gordon and
Nina Elizabeth (Slusher) Gilliam. He was
born in Wills Point, Texas and by age four
was with the family on a homestead 100
miles from Santa Fe, New Mexico. They
later moved to the farm near Chickasha,
Oklahoma where he graduated from Friends
high School. His father had a heart attack
when Floyd was just a freshman in college
and he was forced to return to take over the
running of the family farm.

Doris' mother, Nina (Slusher) Gilliam was
born in Paris, Texas and also moved with
her family to a farm "down the road" from
the Gilliam farm near Chickasha, Oklahoma.
Floyd Gilliam and Nina Slusher were
married May 17, 1926. He was 24 and she
was 17, and had just completed her junior
year in high school. She had a favorite
teacher in high school who taught cooking.
Nina had won top honors in local and State
fairs and was asked to enter her canned
vegetables and fruit at the World's Fair in
Chicago, but she elected to get married
instead.  (Her dishes were favorites at
potlucks at the Lompoc First Baptist
Church...)

After Grandpa Gilliam died in the early
years of the Great Depression, the family
rented out the Oklahoma farm and moved to
California. First to Santa Paula, and then
after a return move to Oklahoma and back,
the family was in Santa Maria when Doris
was in first grade. Her father got a job at
Johns Manville in Miguelito Canyon, and
Doris attended Miguelito School there
briefly.

The Gilliams returned to Oklahoma, first
to Oklahoma City, then to a farm at Minco
where Doris attended Burr Oak School. In
the middle of the second grade she was
skipped to third grade. Two years later they
moved to Prairie Grove, Arkansas. Doris
was in fifth grade and skipped to sixth
grade. When they lost their farm to drought
and depression in 1939, Floyd Gilliam had
hitch-hiked to Lompoc, found a job and




courageously overcome his semi-invalid
condition to build four rental apartments on
a lot next door to their home at 131 North K
Street. He struggled to do this to leave a
supplemental source of income for his wife,
Nina Gilliam who had worked in Lompoc
corner drug stores for years to provide for
the family.

He was able to enjoy his granddaughters
for those brief years, and Doris wished he
could have lived long enough so they could
have gotten to know their grandfather better.

Nina Gilliam remained a faithful member

of the First Baptist Church and continued to
live in Lompoc until at age 70 she learned
she had cancer. She sold her house in
Lompoc and moved to San Luis Obispo
where Bob and Doris were living at that
time. When she died September 1, 1979,
her funeral service was held in the sanctuary
of the Lompoc Baptist Church at her request.
She knew the church was being renovated
for the Centennial celebration in 1981 and
had donated money for new carpets. And
although the sanctuary was already in
disarray, it had been her church home since
they arrived in Lompoc when Doris was 11
years old.
Bob and Doris Mercer now reside in Paso
Robles. During the time Bob was preparing
to write his childhood memories for Lompoc
Legacy and they were planning to write their
"stories” for their children and grandchildren
and for others of us who can reflect on their
involvement with Lompoc for over 70 years,
they were also serving on the board of San
Marcos Baptist Camp. When Bob Mercer
was a child, his parents owned a mountain
cabin in Paradise Valley not far from the
church camp below San Marcos pass, so he
was filled with nostalgia when he wrote the
following:

"For nearly three—quarters of a century
this land has been a friend to me. Still is.
This canyon country where the Chumash
lived and roamed along with their friends the
mountain lion, wolf, coyote, deer and
raccoon and the little lizards, hom toads,
butterflies, dragon—flies, and water skeeters,
is still fresh and bountiful in my mind.

"As a boy living in a cabin on the bank of
the Santa Ynez River, I recall listening to
the howl of the coyote among the many
night sounds coming from the very place
where our San Marcos Baptist Camp is now
located. Sadly, much of our friendly open
land has been covered with blacktop and
concrete; but these hide—away environs are
very much like they were seventy-five years
ago. I can vouch for that.

"In the Spring and Summer times there
grows the wild buckwheat, ceanothis or
California wild lilac, indian paint brush,
sticky monkey flower, lupine, owl's clover,
buttercup, golden-yarrow and  other
flowering plants. '

"Then of course, the aged live oaks and
sycamores stand as sentinels of the past,
present, and future occupants of this lovely
garden. Manzanita and its large relative, the
madrone, along with majestic yucca called
"Our Lord's Candle" by the early Califor-
nianos, are still there along with hundreds of
other plants waiting to be seen by new
generations of campers.

"The sights, scents, sounds, and feelings
these produce in me who over sixty years
ago ran through the richness of these hills on
San Marcos Pass, delight me over and over.

"This is to say nothing of how the peace
of our Creator is found in the midst of His
garden. In the dark, dark night, one can
look up at the ebony sky to see clearly His
majestic creation spread out above while
listening to the night sounds.”

The Mercers continue to savor friendships
established through all their years, and Bob
Mercer continues to write when he is able,
as he struggles to recover from his second
heart by—pass surgery. His Lompoc Pioneer
life continues to be an inspiration for us all.

We can feel a sense of gratitude that the
Mercers have allowed us into their lives so
that we, too, can recall events which add to
the lore of the history of Lompoc. It is the
editor’s hope that the last three Legacies will
inspire others to share the memories of
"childhood and youthful” days in Lompoc!



August 18, 1946; the marriage has lasted
fifty years.”

Bob Mercer worked on Fred Tolbert's
cattle ranch the first three years after he and
Doris were married. They lived in the
Mercer family home at 136 North G Street.
It was the finest home she had ever lived in
all of her life. Bob enjoyed working on the
ranch. He brought home fresh meat, poultry,
fresh milk and eggs, vegetable and fruit. It
was a kind of life Doris was familiar with
from her childhood days.

The Mercers were involved in the life of
the First Baptist Church. Bob was baptized
by Rev. Wayne Roberts, the minister who
married them. They taught Sunday school,
accepted church offices and faithfully
attended most church meetings. Their home
became the local "Bed and Breakfast” for
visiting missionaries and other church
speakers. They were counselors at southern
California Baptist Camps. Bob also became
active in Farm Bureau and eventually
became a youth leader for Santa Barbara
county, and a 4H leader.

Fred Tolbert gave Bob and Doris his place
on the waiting list for a new car and in 1947
they were able to buy a black Ford coupe.
It was their first car. (They had borrowed
his aunt Ethyl's little Plymouth coupe when
they went on their honeymoon.)

After a couple dry years on the ranch, Bob
suggested to his mentor, Fred Tolbert that
they should invest in irrigation and
permanent pasture. The idea seemed good
to Fred Tolbert and he turned the planning
over to Bob. In order to learn more about
the planned system, Bob enrolled at Cal Poly
in San Luis Obispo and took advantage of
the G.I. Bill's provision for a free four-year
college education.

In 1948, Bob had purchased a Jeep to

work on the ranch (and for fun), so the
Mercers borrowed a trailer and drove off to
adventures away from Lompoc.

BACK IN LOMPOC

The Mercers returned to Lompoc in 1955,
Their agricultural dreams at Cal Poly were

exchanged for a call to Christian service,
Seminary life, two daughters, church
ministry and ultimately a call to agricultural
missionary service. His missionary plans
were interrupted by a return of the bronchial
asthma he suffered in childhood days.
While preparing to be an agricultural
missionary, Bob Mercer returned to Cal Poly
in 1954. Slow recovery from his iliness led
to his disqualification by the Baptist mission
board, so in the spring of 1955 Bob sought
work in the flower seed industry in Lompoc.
He was hired as a Denholm Seeds field
foreman. They returned "home" to 136
North G street.

Their children, Wynona and Susan, were
ages three and one when they returned to
Lompoc.  Bob and Doris immediately
became active in the Baptist Church again,
and Bob was appointed chairman of the
church's Diamond Jubilee celebration. The
church, founded in 1881, was 75 years old
April 2, 1956.

Bob's main job at Denholm Seeds was to
train and oversee the work of ten or twelve
Mexican Nationals hired for weeding and
rogueing (the process of identifying and
removing plants to prevent the mixing of
genes in the flower crops.) He enjoyed the
work very much, taking crews out from
headquarters on A Street to fields in the
Lompoc, Santa Rosa and Santa Rita valleys,
He also laid out the fields in rows of
whatever flowers were wanted for seed. The
main crops were sweet peas, petunias,
marigolds and stock. The cultural and
language exchange with the Mexicans in his
charge was challenging and fulfilling for
Bob.

This three year period was also punctuated
with tragedy and sadness. Doris' younger
brother, James Gilliam was killed in a
helicopter crash on his 21st birthday,
February 13, 1955. He was in the Army
stationed at the Presidio in San Francisco,
and was supposed to spend his birthday at
home in Lompoc, but was called on to make
one last trip as a mechanic... He was a 1952
graduate from Lompoc High School.

Then, Floyd Gilliam died in May 1957,
age 55, after 13 years of illness. He had
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This seventy-year-old plumbing bill has been
preserved in Historical Society files.
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