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“THE OCEAN, THE DUNES AND THE WIND...”

SURF

Sonja McKinley Bernard spent her childhood
days at the Southern Pacific RR town of Surf.
She described her delightful experiences in
“Memories of Surf California, 1949-1954”
(see pages 6, 7 and 8). The Lompoc Legacy
editor has made an effort to write a “History of
Surf” to put it all in perspective!

SURF - Mile 302

The Southern Pacific Railroad costal route had
finally made its way into Santa Barbara county at
Guadalupe in August 1895. By December, the
tracks were being laid through Shuman pass and
were soon at Casmalia on January 30, 1896. While
the track layers were proceeding to Casmalia, the
bridge builders were busy constructing a 721 feet
long steel viaduct over the swampy mouth of Los
Alamos (San Antonio) creek. The bridge and the
tracks to it were completed on April 26, 1896.
Pressing on, the crews laid track across the Jesus
Maria Rancho (now Vandenberg AFB) and by June
10 were at the Santa Ynez River.

A railroad town (Bridgeport) sprang up on the
north shores of the Santa Ynez river lagoon, when
work on the SP coast route began to slow down.
Construction from Santa Barbara had stopped at
Ellwood (mile post 358.9) in 1887 and soon
progress would stop just across the Santa Ynez
River. A temporary bridge was built and tracks
made it to the south side where a Y turnaround was
laid. “Bridgeport” was moved to the south side of
the river and became Baroda. The railroad began
leveling a place for Surf, for water tanks and a

Temporary bridge across the Santa Ynez river (on pilings})
was completed August 18,1896. First train to Surf, the
next day. Forms for concrete footings for the permanent
bridge were under construction.

station and work began on the building of the
permanent 546 feet long cantilever bridge, com-
pleted in April 1897.

The Union Sugar Co. built a sugar refinery in
Betteravia in Santa Maria valley in 1899 and they
needed limestone for the sugar making process.
Limestone was available at the head of Miguelito
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Canyon near Lompoc. (See pages 3 and 4, Lompoc
Legacy No. 89, “Ed Negus Remembers...”) That
made it profitable for Southern Pacific to build a
spur into Lompoc. The first train arrived at the
Lompoc depot June 22, 1899.

The following item appeared in a February 1901
issue of the Lompoc Record:
“Depot at Surf- The contract was filed yesterday between
the Southern Pacific Company and F.W. Maurice for a
passenger and freight depot at Surf, where the Lompoc
branch joins the main line. The contract price is $3300.”
The Surf station was 302.7 miles from San Francisco
and was rounded off to “Milepost 3027,
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The original depot is the two-story section with the “SURF”
Sign and the freight platform on the south (far) end. The
board and batten “ticket office and waiting room” structure
was added during the 1930’s.

THE PEANUT SPECIAL
(The Lompoc Special)

The closing of the 56-mile gap between Surf and
Ellwood was well on its way to completion when the
Surf and other stations were being built (Goleta,
Naples, Gaviota, Concepcion, and Sudden). The
“last spike”, or probably rivet, on the Cementario
bridge was in place December 30, 1900. Scheduled
main-line trains began running on March 3 1, 1901.

Local passenger and freight train service between
the Lompoc and Surf stations began immediately.
The passenger train, dubbed the “Peanut Special” by
the locals, consisted of the engine, a baggage car,
one passenger car, and caboose. OIld timers
remember fishermen would take a morning train to
Surf and return in the afternoon or evening after a
day of fishing. However, the purpose of the route
was 1o meet main-line passenger trains with
scheduled stops at Surf. To make a fishing
excursion only required a knowledge of the train
schedule.

The freight train on the Surf to Lompoc route
probably pulled as many cars as were needed and

hauled freight from the Surf loading dock to Lompoc
and to and from the warehouses at Baroda and
Lompoc.

Ronald Adam, editor of the Lompoc Record,
wrote in his column in 1949: “Arthur Rudolph,
proprietor of Hotel Arthur and Mr. Leach, proprietor
and the Commercial Hotel were on equal footing in
gathering the drummers (salesmen), and other
travelers. Each installed a free passenger bus and
when the train rolled in three times each day (to
Lompoc Depot between G and F on Laurel) their
runners were on hand shouting: ‘Free bus to Hotel
Arthur’ and ‘Free bus to the Commercial Hotel.””

The local livery stables ran the buses for the
hotels — William Talbott handling the Commercial
bus and Jim Firebaugh the Hotel Arthur carry-all.
THE LOMPOC SPECIAL (Peanut Special) was
very seldom on time and the bus drivers usually
waited until they heard the train whistle before they
started for the depot. They would rush over to the
hotel and pick up the runner and then drive at full
speed to the station. The livery stables were phased
out after the “advent of the horseless carriage”.
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Marie Pierce (Huyck), at age 18 in 1916 rode this bus from
the Lompoc Depot to Rudolph's Store, where she was
employed. She drew this from memory in 1990, at age 93!

There are lots of stories of how people down the
valley and even in Lompoc would hail the train and
it would stop and pick them up!  Barbara Linn
remembers her mother telling how she and her
sisters, when they were young ladies, would stop the
train so they could ride into town to work, shop or
visit, and then be dropped off near their home by a
train on its way to Surf on the evening run.

Apparently someone heading toward Surf could
climb aboard the engine even if it was a freight train
and pay the engineer 20 cents for the ride. Glen
Schuyler tells how Clarence Batkin grabbed a bar on
a moving train, slipped, was hit by the next bar
coming along, and sustained a severe hip injury.
Southern Pacific took him to a hospital in San
Francisco. His injuries finally healed, but he was
crippled after that.

As automobiles began to appear on the scene and
the road to Surf was graveled, slowly the train lost
some of its importance. Sometime, perhaps in the
teens, the route between the Lompoc and Surf
stations was being run with a mixed passenger and




rescued out to destroyers standing by in safe waters.
A Santa Barbara fishing boat ferried the men off the
rock.

People from the surrounding area came to see the
wrecks in the days that followed. One man from
Surf was the Surf section crew foreman, Jim
Galanos. Galanos, who was also Greek, had most
likely preceded John Giorgas as section crew
foreman at Honda. Galanos started as a water boy at
Honda in 1909, was promoted in 1914, and before
the shipwrecks in 1923 he was transferred to Surf.

ALOHA BEACH

Minnie (Fabing) Huyck, widow of Edgar Huyck
who died in 1906, sold her share of Huyckville (338
acres) in March 1924 to John Mclliree and Charles
Culton, who then sold the property to Wyers and
McDonald, developers from Santa Monica. J. L.
Wyers and McDonald promoted a residential
development and resort called “Aloha Beach”. They
laid out streets and lots and built a tract office just
east of the Surf RR station. The tract office was
made over to become the Aloha Beach Ballroom.
Plans for a bathhouse and plunge never materialized.

Title to the property was finalized June 29, 1926.
Aloha Beach signs were placed on the highways
leading to Surf. The tract office was in place by
January 12, 1926 and was used as a “Recreation
Hall” and was painted green. It was perhaps the
most successful part of Aloha Beach and was a
popular dance pavilion in the 1930’s. Theodora
Morinini reported that it was demolished in 1937 by
Lowell Shanklin, and the lumber was used to build a
house at 512 North H Street.

The Aloha Beach development took credit for
bringing electricity to Surf in March 1928. There
was a line that provided lights as early as 1922, but
the power brought to Surf in 1928 was certainly
much more adequate for the needs of the
development and the RR community.

The Huyck family, wanting to keep a part of their
Huyckville legacy, purchased lots in the Aloha
Beach development. However, since suggested oil
potential was never realized and because of the fog,
cold wind, failure of exotic plantings to flourish, the
ocean riptides, undertow and cold water temperature
all combined to bring on the failure of the Aloha
Beach development.

Lompoc Record editor, Ken Adam in his
“Something About Nothing” column years later told
how three strong swimmers were brought to Surf to
demonstrate the “safety” of swimming in the ocean
there. A crowd of potential buyers and other
onlookers were horrified to witness the struggling
swimmers barely able to escape the undertow and to
keep from being swept out to sea. The Lompoc and
Surf observers were not surprised.
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The steel ridge at the mouth of the Santa Ynez river
replaced the cantilever bridge in 1933.

THE USO

Countless servicemen traveled on trains along the
Santa Barbara central coast during WWII and Camp
Cooke became a “home away from home” for
thousands of G.I.’s. The government took over the
area around the Surf RR station in 1942 and by the
middle of the War, on August 1, 1943 a U.S.0. was
opened at Surf just east of the station.

There was a celebration in 1945 to honor Mrs.
Faye Porter and her staff who served 128,000
servicemen visitors at the Surf U.S.O. during those
two War years.
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TELEGRAPHERS KEPT THE TRAINS
RUNNING
There were three shifts (tricks, they called them)
of telegraphers on duty at every depot up and down
the line. They reported movement of trains (times,
directions and track conditions, etc.) and their
importance can not be minimized.

Elden Sandy and his wife, Grace, moved to Surf
from the lonely Concepcion depot out on the corner
of California in 1947. They moved so their six-year-
old son, Elden, Jr. could attend school in Lompoc.
The Sandys had been at the Concepcion depot since
1938 according John Roskoski in an article he
published in the Nov. 1996 Rail News. Elden Sandy
was telegrapher and took care of station agent duties.
His wife, Grace was a schoolteacher when they were
married in Paso Robles in 1934. She was hired to
teach school at Pt. Conception (in the Concepcion
depot) when there were enough students.

Elden taught Grace to be a telegrapher at the
request of his SP supervisor and when they
transferred to Surf, Grace was the third trick
telegrapher while Elden was station agent and he!d
the position of postmaster at Surf. He retired in
1960 and she worked for SP many years after that.

On the scene came Sam (Mac) McKinley.



The U.S. Government took over all the property
around the Surf station in 1942 when Camp Cooke
was established at the outset of WWIL. Henry
Morinini went to Tajiguis where there was a high-
Way gas station and store between Gaviota and Santa
Barbara on U.S. 101, He spent his last years in
Santa Barbara.

DESTROYERS ON THE ROCKS

Surf RR station was called to action the night of
September 8,1923. 5.8 miles south of Surf was the
Honda section house and bunkhouses for a section
gang on that bleak stretch of the SP railroad. Johp
Giorvas, the Greek section foreman was getting
ready to retire just after 9 p-m. when a flash of light

the rugged coast, he thought.

He grabbed a lanter and made his way several
hundred yards through the fog and was amazed to
peer down upon the destroyer, U.S.S. §S. P.Lee. The
smell of oil and heavy smoke and 2 brief glimpse of

He made his way back to the section house and
called Surf to report to his supervisor, General
Foreman W. J. Maes. At first, telegrapher Wm.
Pittman answered the dispatcher’s office phone.
When Giorvas was able to talk to Maes, he got
instructions to rouse his section gang and take them
to the coast with Topes and lanterns, and to report
what was happening when he had more information.

Maes reported to Trainmaster Foley 51 miles
north in San Lujg Obispo. Foley rounded up a
Tescue team and instructed them to proceed to Honda
and give whatever assistance they could. Then Maes
decided that if jt was a warship Perhaps it required

Bland to come ang investigate and offered a motor
trackcar to be ready at Surf station.

accompany him to Surf and then to Honda.

By this time Giorvas was aware that there were
three destroyers on the rocks and he had made the
section house ang the section gang bunkhouses
available for injured seamen who had made ijt
ashore. Able-bodied seamen had lit bonfires nearby
to provide warmth and light. The crewmen on shore

were from the Delphy and the §. p. Lee. Officers on
the Lee knew that the Nicholas was on the rocks, but

able-bodied seamen built a bonfire near bridge rock

Giorvas called Maeg and relayed the requirement
for doctors. Drs. M. S. Kelliher and L. E. Heiges

store and other generous folk loaded al] the blankets
and comforters they could gather for delivery to the

arrived about midnight and set up a “hospital” in the
section house to attend to the injured. Train No, 102

arrived at Honda about 2 am. with blankets and
comforters from Lompoc.

Crews from the Chauncey and the Young (who
had struggled through the surf using a rescue line to

fence gangs under foremen Tobin and Motis from

San Luis Obispo who had arrived, helped the crews
to the mesa. Now there were crews from 4
destroyers ashore, and an awareness of the 5 crew
“safe” aboard the Nicholas too far from shore to be
rescued that night.

Mrs. Charles 1. Atkins, wife of the third trick
Operator at Surf, arrived at Honda and she wags
immediately pressed into nursing care by the two
doctors from Lompoc. She was soon called “Ma”
Atkins by the sailors and she spent the rest of the
night and into Sunday adding a woman’s touch to
her “ange] of mercy” tasks.

As the fog began to lift Sunday morning the
Nicholas came into view and its crew was brought
ashore on the beach at the mouth of Honda canyon.
Lines were shot from the S. P. Lee to the stranded
Nicholas to begin a rigging system to transfer the
crew to land. Then the Woodbury and the Fuller
destroyers came into  view showing their crews
huddled together on “Woodbury” rock. They were



enough, I looked and could see it watching me. I waited while Mr. Massey ran and got a
shovel. He picked up the snake with the shovel and flung it away from the steps.

Indoors, the animals could be just as memorable. The Christmas of 1950, we had bubble
lights on our tree, and my cat Bobbie just loved to watch them. He actually climbed to the
top of our tree! I particularly remember that Christrmas because I received a Cinderella
doll.

In 1949, the depot was in the middle of Surf. On the north side was a cluster of cypress
trees next to a two-story house, two other small houses and a few old boxcar houses. On
the south side was the U.S. Post Office next to another cluster of cypress trees and two
small houses. A little farther south down the road were a few more boxcar houses, where
the section gang lived.

My favorite resident at Surf was an old Greek man named John Giorvas and his female
terrier named Lady. John had built a smal] shack on the beach behind the two-story house
belonging to his friend Jim Galanos, the boss of the section gang. Mr. Giorvas always
called me “Miss MacGal.” He called my mom “Mrs. MacGal.” I think it was because
everyone called my dad “Mac,” short for McKinley. Mr. Giorvas made great soup and
shared it with me, sometimes, while telling me stories about his beloved homeland
Greece.

The Korean War broke out over 1950 and 1951 and ended while we were living at Surf.
During that time, many troop trains came to Surf and were met by the Camp Cooke MPs,
who were heavily armed while unloading the shackled and handcuffed prisoners of war.

downstairs when the prisoners were there, so I watched all the action from our depot-top
front room.

But I wasn’t always a mere observer. Sometimes, when the Camp Cooke soldiers would
practice war games behind the railroad station, I used to sell them peanut butter and
banana sandwiches. Selling them at 50¢ each, I did quite well until my folks found out!
When the Korean War ended, troop trains came through Surf taking the soldiers home. I
would stand on the depot platform with my dogs and sometimes the Sandy brothers and
watch as the trains passed by. Once in a while, the soldiers threw candy and small change
from the trains. I think they were happy the war was over and they were going home.

Both of my brothers were born while we were Surf residents. Tom was born in 1951;
Marty was born in 1953. In 1954, my father became a dispatcher for SP, so we moved to
San Luis Obispo. We all had a hard time adjusting to the silence. We missed the sound
and rhythm of the trains going by day and night.

Many years passed. In 2000, I returned to Surf, only to discover that nothing exists of the
place I once called home. The Surf depot was replaced by an AMTRAK platform with a
sign reading “Welcome to Lompoc”—as if Surf and its depot had never existed! And the
steps were GONE! The cypress trees, the ocean, the dunes and the wind are all that
remain of the town once called Surf.
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The Southern Pacific town of Surf, California, as remembered by a former resident, Sonja
McKinley, who moved to Surf at age 10 and moved from Surf to San Luis Obispo at age
14. Sonja’s father was a telegraph operator for the SP Railroad; the McKinley family
lived in the Surf Depot from 1949 to 1954,

Memories of Surf, California, 1949-1954
By Sonja McKinley Bernard

In January of 1949, the McKinley family moved to Surf, a Southern Pacific (SP) Railroad
town, 10 miles from Lompoc, California. My father, Sam McKinley, worked for SP as a
telegraph operator. He, my mother Catherine, and I (Sonja) lived in the top of Surf depot.
Living in Surf and in the depot itself provided me not only a unique view of the
geographical area, but also of life itself during those years, as people and goods passed
through by rail.

We had a fantastic view from the top of the depot! We could see the ocean for miles in
every direction. I remember watching the whales go by, sometimes for hours. Certain
times of year, I'd see thousands of whales heading south. At other times, I'd see them
moving north. Seals and dolphins were also part of the atmosphere. We always knew
when the seals arrived because they barked just like dogs. From our front room atop the

depot, we could watch those barking seals body-surf and play, with a backdrop of ships
and boats gliding by.

At that time, Surf had about 15 railroad houses and about 10 children living among them.
I played with two Sandy brothers, Elden and Leland, whose parents ran the Surf post
office. My school friends liked to spend the weekend with me at the Surf depot. We
would stay up all night watching the trains g0 by or stop and refuel and take on water at
the depot. Because there weren’t many children to play with most of the time, my folks
let me have several pets. I had three dogs, a cat, a rat named Gus-Gus (who wore a doll
sock for a hat), and two Rhode Island chickens I raised from chicks.

Amazingly, my two chickens used to wait for me to come home by sitting on the cattle
guard at the school bus stop. I went to school 10 miles away in the Surf bus, along with
children from Surf, Sudden Ranch, the Point Conception Lighthouse, and from a few
private farms. The school bus driver said the highlight of his day was seeing those two
chickens sitting on the cattle guard. They would both fly to me when I got off the bus and

walk home with me. No one could ever figure out how they knew what time to goup to
the bus stop.

Surf was a great place for a kid to grow up because it was full of wildlife, such as deer,
skunks, foxes, weasels, rabbits, badgers, coyote, bobcats, and mountain lions. Blue-belly
lizards were around in abundance, as well as rattlesnakes, garden snakes, and king
snakes. I could find sea turtles and watch numerous types of ducks and birds. Once I
caught a kangaroo mouse and took it to school for a day. I'let it go that night because it
was looking really stressed and would not eat.

But the life around the creatures had its dangers as well. Many times my dogs and I
would go across the tracks in front of the depot and down the steps to the beach and the
dunes. I was always careful to watch out for rattlesnakes. One time when I was returning
from the beach, Mr. Massey, another telegraph operator, yelled at me to stay at the
bottom of the steps because a huge rattlesnake was sunning itself on the steps. Sure
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TRAIN WRECK
On June 16, 1955, a junction bar gave way on a
long freight, piling up 29 cars just south of the Surf
bridge. Reporters had a heyday with news two tank
cars were leaking wine. Surf resident, Jim Galanos
said he didn’t know where they all came from but a
lot of tramps appeared with cups and cans.

MISSILES OVERHEAD

Vandenberg Air Force Base and the Navy Missile
Facility Point Argello took over Camp Cooke and all
the area around the community of Surf in 1957.
When a missile was launched into a polar orbit the
over-flight trajectory required the evacuation of the
citizens living in Surf.

Surf housed telegraphers, track crews and
maintenance men, assistant trainmaster, a train order
operator and their families. About 40 people lived in
14 houses (from “log cabins” built of railroad ties,
converted box cars, to conventional houses ).

Navy Lt. A. P. Emsley, Jr. was ground safety
officer and was responsible to clear occupied areas
under the missile’s path. The workers and their
families were taken into Lompoc using Navy buses.
For daylight launches they were treated to a picnic in
Ryon Park. For night launches families were housed
at local motels at the Navy’s expense. The families
were returned to Surf after the missile was launched.

The on-duty order operator and assistant
trainmaster (in 1962, R.W. Wolfe) went into a
shelter dug into the hilly terrain just east of the depot
as the launch countdown entered the last minutes.
Marine security guards made sure the area was clear

Surf “community” after WWII. The coach car on the left provided
facilities for visiting railroad personnel. Section Foreman Jim
Galanos lived for 37 years in the two-story house near the far
grove of trees.
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Sonja McKinley Barnard revisited her childhood “home” in 2000.
The cypress trees are all that are left.  There is no mention of
“Surf” anywhere. The Amtrak sign reads, “Welcome to Lompoc”,

and as Sonja says, “All that remains are the 'Ocean, the Dunes
and the Wind...”
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