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Life at Point Conception Light Station 
By Larry Desy 

 I had never heard of Point Conception when I 

joined the United States Coast Guard in August 

1970. After a year of duty in Vietnam stationed 

on Con Son Island, I received orders to report to 

Point Arguello Loran Station which was one of 

the stations in the Coast Guard Group Santa 

Barbara. After a few months at Point Arguello, 

the Coast Guard Group Commander told me he 

was going to send me to one of two duty 

stations. One station was the U.S. Coast Guard 

Cutter “Glacier,” which was an ice breaker that 

was on its way to Antarctica. The other was the 

Light Station (lighthouse) at Point Conception. I 

received orders to report to Point Conception 

Light Station on March 15, 1972.  

I can remember so well the day I reported for 

duty to the Light Station at Point Conception 

constructed in 1855. The road to Jalama State 

Beach had many tight turns. Near Jalama State 

Beach was a gate with many locks that was the 

entrance to Bixby Ranch. The road beyond the 

gate was very narrow and I would have to stop 

for cows until they decided to let me pass. My 

first sight of the station was the tall wooden 

water tank, one newer home on the right, and 

an older two story cottage on the left with a very 

small garage in front. I was greeted by a Coast 

Guard Boatswain’s Mate who was the Officer in 

Charge of the station. I was assigned to stay in 

the two-story cottage. 

 Shortly after arriving at Point Conception I 

headed for the office, which was on the top of 

the hill overlooking the lighthouse. As I looked 

down from the top of the hill I saw my first view 

of the lighthouse, which was magnificent. That 

first view is an image that I will carry with me 

for as long as I live. The next unforgettable 

thing was the stairway on the way down to the 

lighthouse, from the hill above toward the point 

below. I remember counting 170 steps but I 

have seen articles that state there are more 

than 170. Perhaps the stairs from the top of the 
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hill near the water tank heading down to the 

homes were counted to increase the number 

from 170. I believe my record for one day was 5 

trips to the lighthouse. I became familiar with 

the steps in my many trips to the lighthouse, 

and replaced many of those steps during my 

stay there.  

The station office had two small rooms. The first 

room had the station log, a very large radio and 

a small desk. The second room had a standby 

generator for the lighthouse and fog horns. 

There were two control panels, one for each fog 

horn. As I was getting familiar with the control 

panels I noticed that only one of the horns was 

in operation. I made a call to the Coast Guard 

Base in Long Beach and explained to a 

technician what I was seeing on the control 

panel. Within a few hours a Coast Guard 

helicopter flew over the station with a new fog 

horn assembly hanging from a cable below. I 

took my movie camera and stood at the very 

end of the point and filmed towards the fog 

horn. The Coast Guard pilot set the new fog 

horn down and picked up the old one. I was 

amazed how steady the pilot kept the helicopter. 

It felt like 60 mile per hour gusts of wind, as the 

helicopter was 15-20 feet off the ground. The 

pilot seemed so relaxed and even glanced over 

at me while I was filming. I guess that you have 

to be very good to become a Coast Guard pilot 

considering what kinds of missions they are 

required to do. My lens protector was pitted by 

debris by the wind or rotor wash but I got an 

unbelievable movie that day. A Coast Guard 

crew was there to complete the installation of 

the new fog horn.  

 About a month after arriving at Point 

Conception, I married Cindy, my college 

sweetheart, on April 15, 1972. After I took a 

week’s leave, she joined me at the Point 

Conception two story cottage and we started our 

lives together. What a great place to spend what 

I called our extended honeymoon. We spent 

time painting our cottage home, along with 

other repairs. The window in our bedroom 

upstairs looked out onto the Santa Barbara 

Channel Islands. What a great view of the ocean 

we had. At night we would see the lights of 

passing ships. During the day, while the grey 

whales were in their yearly migration, we would 

see breaching whales. In the evenings some of 

the whales came very close to the point as 

Cindy and I would sit at the top of the stairs to 

the lighthouse looking out at the ocean. Many 

times the ocean was very rough and you could 

hear the pounding of the waves as they hit the 

point. Downstairs, looking out our living room 

window was the vast Bixby Ranch. Sometimes 

the cows would visit us and act like they were 

inspecting the station. They would eat the 

cabbage growing in our garden. After they 

would leave I got to clean up after them. At one 

inspection visit by the Coast Guard, I was asked 

how we handle the isolation living at such a 

remote spot. I asked the Coast Guard officer 

how can he handle living in Long Beach with 

the crowds and freeways. He just smiled. Before 

we were married, Cindy and I were apart while I 

was serving in Vietnam, so we had a whole 

years’ worth of time to make up for at this great 



 

place. 

 Sometimes in the evening we would watch our 

13” black and white television. We would receive 

very poor reception from only one channel that 

came from Santa Barbara. We had good radio 

reception, so we would listen to music quite 

often in the evenings. The cottage that we lived 

in had a fireplace with a propane gas heater. On 

each side of the fireplace were wooden high-

back benches. This corner of the home was 

quite warm on cold windy nights. I remember 

the stairs being very steep as we would climb 

upstairs to reach the three bedrooms and the 

only bathroom. When family members would 

arrive for a visit, it was nice to have the extra 

rooms. The clothes closets looked big when the 

doors were closed but when you opened the 

doors the closet was only about eight inches 

deep. The ceiling was slanted and at one side of 

the room you could hit your head if you had not 

learned to duck.  

 During my time at the point I earned the rank 

of Petty Officer Third Class which was pay grade 

E4. If my memory serves me, I was making 

about $400.00 a month. It does not sound like 

much now, but we had no phone bill, no utility 

bills, no rent or mortgage payments due. We did 

get a food allowance but I am not sure if that 

amount was included in the $400.00. My wife 

drove her 1967 Camaro and I drove my 1959 

Morris Minor. Interestingly, we seemed to be 

doing well on what I was making at that time. In 

some of the stories I have read about lighthouse 

keepers in the past put a different slant on day-

to-day existence. The station was so remote that 

it was tough getting food and other supplies. 

Many times they would have to live on what 

they could find either from the ocean or 

surrounding land. We feel very fortunate that we 

had it so well while we lived at Point Conception.  

When I reported aboard the station the 

automation process had already begun. If there 

was a problem with the light we would get a 

land line call from Point Arguello Station, which 

was located up the coast from Point Conception. 

Monitoring of Point Conception Light Station 

was done at Point Arguello. One early morning, 

at 0200 hours, I received a call that the light 

was not turning. The other Coast Guardsman 

was off for the weekend. The fog horn could not 

be switched off at night for any reason, so I 

grabbed ear protection and walked down the 

170 or so steps to the lighthouse. As I 

approached the lighthouse, which was low on 

the point, the howl of the cold wind and the 

pounding of the surf on the rocks were very 

eerie. I could hear the sounds of a colony of 

seals in a small bay near the lighthouse. Seeing 

the lens not rotating added to the uneasy feeling 

I had as I entered the lighthouse. As I walked 

into the lighthouse the wind seemed to follow 

me in through the open door. I climbed the 

spiral staircase and got to the base of the lens. I 

eventually climbed into the lens area and found 

a device that was used to keep the lens turning 

evenly had come loose and jammed the lens 

from turning. I was able to fix the problem and 

got the lens turning again. I guess I earned my 

pay for the day.  

One event I remember was when a small plane 

crashed into the surf just up the coast from the 

lighthouse. I took the station truck towards the 

trail to the beach north of the station. When I 

arrived I observed a man and woman walking 

from the surf. The plane was upside down in 

about 10 feet of water. The man had a cut on 
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his forehead and was bleeding, but the woman 

seemed unhurt. Both were very cold and wet. 

Apparently they had to open the doors of an 

upside down, sinking plane and swim to shore. 

I took both of them to my quarters and my wife 

and I administered first aid and got them dry. 

Within a short time there was a knock at our 

door. I first thought it might be law enforcement 

regarding the plane crash. After a few moments 

I realized it was a reporter. I am not sure how a 

reporter got there so fast. The next day the 

owner of the plane arrived and I took him to the 

hill overlooking the crash site and we could see 

the plane at the bottom in about 10 feet of 

water. He remarked that the plane was insured 

but I believe he said that his radios were not. 

He was not too happy to see his plane in the 

surf.  

Some of the day-to-day activities at the Point 

were general maintenance. But the priority job 

we had was keeping the light and the fog horns 

working. This was a 24 hour-a-day 

responsibility. There was cleaning of the lens 

and the brass. One problem was getting the salt 

water spray off of the outer glass that 

surrounded the big 1st Order Fresnel lens. That 

problem was reduced by a system of water 

pipes with holes to spray on the glass to help 

keep it cleaner. Cleaning the outer glass was 

much easier with the spray wash down system 

than standing on a ladder in high winds 

cleaning the outer glass.  

Our water supply at this lighthouse came from 

a shallow well located about 100 yards away 

from the station. We would have to pump some 

water, and then stop pumping so the well would 

replenish to allow us to pump more. We would 

not want the well to run dry. We had two large 

wooden water tanks, one at ground level and 

one very high above. There was an outside 

indicator of water level in the tanks. The water 

was gravity fed to both homes, but we would get 

bottled water for drinking. During the time I 

was there I replaced the well pump once. 

 We had two propane tanks that would have to 

be filled. These were large tanks and a truck 

would deliver propane to the station. We used 

propane for heating the homes and for cooking.  

We had the inside of our old home looking really 

nice. Cindy put a real good touch to the home 

decor. The station had a very large vacuum 

cleaner. One of my jobs was to carry the large 

vacuum cleaner up the stairs of our home. The 

stairs were very narrow and the vacuum was 

heavy. We brought a bed from Cindy’s parent’s 

home that was a little more comfortable than 

the one that was in the main bedroom. There 

was some furniture that was in the cottage but I 

remember the couch was some kind of material 

that was like plastic. The cushion had a split in 

it and it would pinch you if you did not 

remember to put a cover on the couch. We did 

not want or need much during our almost year 

at Point Conception but we did get some 

camping items by saving Blue Chip Stamps. 

Once we would fill a few books of stamps we 

would get more camping stuff. I am not sure 

how many people remember Blue Chip Stamps 

now.  

Even though the station was remote, I gave a 

few tours of the lighthouse while I was stationed 

there. The District Attorney of Santa Barbara 

and his family came to the station and I took 

them for a tour. After this tour he mentioned 

the lighthouse station to a local television 

station (channel 3 in Santa Barbara) that came 
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up and did a story about the lighthouse and its 

planned automation.  

While giving visitors a tour, I would tell a story 

of the “ghost of the lighthouse." What would a 

lighthouse be without its own ghost story? My 

favorite story was about an Indian princess who 

fell in love with the light keeper and walked the 

spiral stairs waiting for his return. Of course, 

my story would change depending on the age of 

the persons on the tour, and I had a few 

versions of the story that I told. 

 In the month of September of 1972 a group of 

39 boys and 9 adults from Scout Troop 317 

from Canoga Park visited the station. This was 

the largest group that I had ever given a 

lighthouse tour. I remember the look on one of 

the boys face with his eyes really big as I told 

the group the story of the ghost of the 

lighthouse. Prior to the group arriving I was 

faced with the job of bringing up 30 gallons of 

very old paint that needed to go to Vandenberg 

Air Force Base for disposal. The thought of 

carrying the paint up the 170 stairs was not 

something to look forward to. As I proceeded 

with the tour with the scouts, I asked the 

scoutmaster if the scouts would help carry the 

gallons of paint up to the top of the stairs. This 

turned out to be a really good idea. The scouts 

were very eager to help, as all scouts seem to 

be, and my problem of removing the paint was 

solved. Later, the scoutmaster sent a letter to 

the Commander 11th Coast Guard District 

thanking the Coast Guard and myself for the 

tour. I thanked the scouts for their help with 

the paint.  

There were two of us stationed at Point 

Conception. We would alternate weekends off. 

On the weekends I would have off, Cindy and I 

would either go camping or travel home (to 

eastern Los Angeles County) to visit our 

parents. We got permission to camp on the 

ranch property high on a hill overlooking the 

point. When we woke up, we were surrounded 

by cows. They watched us prepare and eat 

breakfast. Sometimes family and friends would 

visit us on our weekends off. Many of our 

visitors did not want to leave. Even though we 

had the weekends off we sometimes would just 

take a day to travel the surrounding area and 

be back at the station after spending the day 

somewhere close.  

While stationed at Point Arguello and Point 

Conception I was a member of the Air Force 

Dive Club called the “Vandenberg Aqualliers.” 

We got to go on scuba diving adventures with 

the Dive Club. I remember clam bakes at Pismo 

State Beach. We also went to Montana de Oro 

that was just south of Morro Bay. One of the 

Air Force members of the Dive Club, traveled 

out to the point and we did some diving near 

Cojo Bay. That day I lost my fins in the surf. A 

few months later I visited the ranch and met 

with the ranch foreman. While I was at the 

ranch, I notice my diving fins hanging in his 

tack room. He said that he found them washed 

up on the beach, and said I could have them 

back. After four months, I was glad to get my 

fins back. The daughter of the owner of Bixby 

Ranch arrived at the point for a tour of the 
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lighthouse and said that she enjoyed seeing the 

lighthouse when she visited the ranch. One of 

the situations the ranch had was surfers 

wanting to cross the ranch property to surf at 

Cojo Beach. One surfer told me a story about 

the ranch foreman, Floyd Smith. Apparently he 

had found a few items on the beach that 

belonged to a surfer that was surfing that day. 

One of the items was a camera. The story was 

that he took a few self portraits then put the 

camera back. The photos were published in a 

surf magazine and as a result he became quite 

famous among surfers. 

 On Saturday September 8, 1923 nine Navy 

destroyers from the Pacific Fleet ran aground 

on the rocks of Pedernales Point near Honda 

Canyon. With other members of the Aqualliers, I 

was able to dive these wrecks and get some 

unbelievable movies of the ships or what was left 

of the ships. On a later dive, I filmed under 

water and above water footage of the raising of 

the anchor from the USS Chauncey, one of the 

seven destroyers that remained on the rocks. 

Filming underwater was a challenge with the 

strong surge that occurred in that area. It was 

an honor to be present the day the anchor was 

raised and informally dedicated. Many years 

later, I visited the anchor where it was placed on 

the shore. The anchor has a new home on the 

property of the Lompoc Valley Historical Society, 

located in Lompoc.  

We had a small cat (named Misty) while we lived 

in the cottage at Point Conception. One time, the 

wind was blowing so hard that it blew the cat 

out of a tree. We initially thought that the cat 

did not survive the fall, but after a short time, 

she woke up and seemed to be fine. One 

morning the cat had caught a mouse. She was 

so proud to have caught a mouse that she 

brought it up to our bedroom. Misty sat on our 

bed with the mouse in her mouth, waiting for us 

to awake. Cindy jumped when she woke up and 

saw the mouse. I jumped, and the cat jumped. 

All this jumping caused the mouse to take off, 

never to be seen again.  

It is very special to me to be one of the last two 

light keepers stationed at Point Conception Light 

Station, prior to full automation. I received 

orders to report to Point Arguello Loran Station 

on February 15, 1973. When we left Point 

Conception, we moved into an apartment 

located in Lompoc. While stationed at Point 

Arguello, I was promoted to Petty Officer 2 nd 

Class. As a result of that promotion, we qualified 

for base housing located on Vandenberg Air 

Force Base. I finished my active duty service in 

the Coast Guard at Point Arguello. I have fond 

memories of my four years in the Coast Guard. I 

am now a member of the Coast Guard Auxiliary.  

Larry & Cindy Desy October  2023 



 

Happy New Year!  

The Holiday decoration open 

houses were a great success! Ardeane Eckert 

and her helpers, Amelia Carlson, Julie Moore, 

Sherrie Chavez, & Rodney Eckert spent 

countless hours working on the house starting 

in September. John Larsen provided some of 

the special fresh greenery to the house. 

Ardeane will remove all of the decorations and 

clean the house, so the next open house is in 

March.  

The reference room has 3 new volunteers, Amy 

Wilson, Beth Dunn & Robin Bronson. The 

Carriage house needs a volunteer to spend a 

couple of hours a month with cleaning and 

displays. Email: lompochistory@gmail.com.  

Lots of inquiries in the last few months and 

research being done on lots of subjects. Josh 

Smallwood from Vandenberg has been working 

on the history of several parcels of land near 

the old Sudden property. One correspondent 

wanted information on gold mining at Pt. Sal 

and Karen Osland researched all of her sources 

and wrote him a long response. Dirk Starbuck 

inquired about a mini car racing oval at Ryon 

Park and were able to provide him with photos 

and the location, which is about where the 

BBQ area is now.  

Bill Sudbrink donated several new tokens: The 

Ranchero Cafe on south H st....anyone 

remember that?, Long's Drug store and the 

Medical Center. Stop by and see the great 

collection of tokens that Bill has given to the 

society, all Lompoc businesses going back to 

the 1890's. 

 Dr. Jamison and helpers have trimmed and 

fertilized the roses, so there should be an 

amazing display in April.  

With Smiles, Karen Paaske –Board member 
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by Karen Paaske 

Reference Room 

Ramblings 

Nov, Dec 2023 & Jan 2024 

Memorials & Membership 

Total Number of Members: 367 

Memorials for 

Phyllis Anderson 
 

James Sloan 
 

Thomas & Betty Lewis 

 
Betty Lewis 

 
John Hannah 

 
Sylvia McLaren (non-member) 

 
Connie Rojas  (non-member) 

 

Members that have Passed Away 

Ethel Cass Bell (Life Member)                   

Robert Frank (Life Member)                                      

Malcolm Kenney (Life Member)                

Phyllis Anderson (Life Member)                      

Larry Mendez  (Life Member)                      

John Hannah  (Life Member)                    

Marvin Douglass, Jr. (Life Member)           

Edward Wineman (Life Member)           

Elizabeth (Betty) Lewis                             

Judy Porchini (Life Member 

 

Save the Date 

Labor Day Weekend Reunion 2024 

Friday, August 30th Dinner at the 

Veteran’s Memorial Building 

Sunday, September 1st - Noon      

Chicken BBQ at Ryon Park 

mailto:lompochistory@gmail.com


 

Lompoc Valley 

Historical Society  

P .O. Box 88 

Lompoc CA 93438 

Up an d Co min g Event s. . .  

Executive Board 

Ken Ostini - President                                   

Ardeane Machado Eckert  - 1st Vice President   

Dr. Blake Jamison  - 2nd Vice President                    

Linda Warren - Secretary                            

Lynn Romine  - Corresponding Secretary 

Directors                                                      , 
Dan Dutra, Jesse Jones, Karen Paaske, Don 
Fletcher, Sherrie Chavez, Debbie Schuyler 
Manfrina, Larry Huyck, Steve Junak, Karen 

Osland, Julie Moore, Ed Brooks, Susan 
Warnstrom and Alvin Cabral 

 
 

Treasurer is Jeannette Miller Wynne   

 

• Mar 23 Open House 10 to 1 

• Apr 27 Open House 10 to 1 

• May 25 Open House 10 to 1 

 

 

 

Group Tours please contact 

lompochistory@gmail.com 
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