My Life on Palomar by Doug Anderson
Second Grade to High School Graduation in June of 1966

At the ripe old age of seven I was introduced to Palomar by a gentle giant. His name was Ben Traxler and everyone loved him. He seemed to come out of nowhere in a giant dump truck to take us all to Palomar Mountain. My parents, Fred and Florence Anderson, helped load the truck, then Ben invited my brother, Greg, and I to ride with him! Other than feeling very special and excited, I don’t remember the trip but the rest of my life was about to change.


The machinist the Observatory had at the time, (Mr. White) needed to move off the mountain because his daughters had graduated from the little one room school. With too few students, the little school would have to close. A call went out to machinists at Caltech to get a replacement. We were living in Pasadena and Dad was working at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory. The only extra requirement was they had to have kids! I’ll bet that wouldn’t fly now! My brother and I made students five and six, and the little school stayed open. Our first day at school was not as much fun as the ride up. Our little Cocker Spaniel, Lady, was taken and killed from our front yard by two neighbor dogs. Greg and I hurled ice and snow at the two dogs, but to no avail. Not the best welcome. 


Our first teacher (Mrs. Nichols) was a ranch mom from the east grade, but she was only there for about one year. I remember she would read to us with little Randy Kearns on her lap. Randy was really too young to start school, but they snuck him in so we’d have enough kids. Back then, it was just a one room school with one teacher and 6 kids.


Our second teacher was Mrs. Odkey, a nice elderly lady who was too kind to control us rowdy youngsters. We would leave for recess at 9:00 a.m. and wouldn’t return until it was time to go home. We roamed all the way into the French Valley just to see what there was to see. We all were afraid of the cattle. They would come rumbling up to see us (probably just curious) and we’d all climb trees or big rocks until they got bored and moved on

We brought our knives to school so we could cut the brush and build forts and hiding places in the area that was later bulldozed into a baseball diamond. Poor Mrs. Odkey finally decided if “Ya can’t beat Em, join Em”. She decided to have a “biology field day” into the French Valley. On our “biology field day” when we climbed trees to escape the cows, Mrs. Odkey did too. Up a tree she went and she was way too old to be climbing trees! On the same trip my brother stepped over a rattlesnake and it started rattling like crazy (no bite, thank goodness). While we all stood around not knowing what to do, who should show up but Wog Bergman? I’m sure he wanted to know who or what was bothering his cattle. When we showed him the snake, he shot it with a .32 pistol he had with him. It was quite an exciting “outing” for us all. I’m not sure whether Mrs. Odkey retired, or was just tired of us, but the next year we had a new teacher who would crack the whip and stay awhile.

Mrs. Sanches was heaven sent for the parents on the mountain, but not so much for us little monsters. No more all day trips to wherever, and hiding out in our forts. It wasn’t long before Byron Hill (the observatory superintendent) had Bob Sears bulldoze our buck brush forts into a softball field. My dad and Luz Laura made a backstop, we got a swing set and our little one room school actually became a school.

Our little school was also growing in population. I think Byron Hill and his wife Tina really enjoyed little kids. We pretty much had the run of the observatory grounds. The observatory had a family with four little ones, a family with three children, a family with two kids (and one on the way!), and my brother and me. Kids from the state park, county road crew, and of course, the Thompson’s, added up to quite a passel.  The school became the center for Christmas parties, Halloween parties, and musical extravaganzas! 

An early Christmas was saddened by the crash of a B47 bomber at the observatory. We were practicing for the Christmas pageant and didn’t hear the crash, but were quite shocked when we got home. We learned that three men had been killed along with one of Byron’s horses. It was a long time ago, but as I recall, one man’s extraction seat had hit Byron’s horse trailer hard enough to stand it on end. Bob Sears found one man alive but was unable to save him. I don’t think any of them knew what happened because the fog was very thick. They never knew what hit them. Byron’s horse had been cut in two. There was part of a wing almost resting against the office at the maintenance compound, and I remember seeing a wheel assembly resting on the road to the office. I heard that some parts hit the 48” telescope, but did little damage. For years us kids would find pieces of the plane left alongside the bulldozed recovery roads the Air Force cut to get the bomber pieces out. Another effect was the disappearance of the raccoon family that came to the back door of the Monastery, where the astronomers slept the day away. My mom was the cook, and we loved to feed raccoons, but after the crash, we never saw them again. When the Air Force arrived for the clean up we got to see helicopters landing in the field below the 200” and soldiers all over the place. It was sad and exciting at the same time.

We had many great Christmases on the mountain. One year my sister, her husband, and my folks stayed up most of the night assembling a cardboard rocket ship. It included spaceman hats and ray guns! We had quite the time playing spaceman, but cardboard can’t hold up long to being on the lawn with two kids in aboard. Of course we each received BB guns one Christmas. We didn’t shoot our eyes out, but my brother did chip his front tooth when aiming at a lizard on the rock wall behind the house caused a ricochet. Our best Christmas was when we got a car! Can you imagine having your own car while in elementary school? It had a five horsepower engine, sprung suspension, real steering, wheelbarrow wheels, and looked like a “bucket T”. My sister’s husband Wayne made us driver’s licenses that looked real! Byron even let my dad stencil the observatory logo on the back. My uncle Vick (who was an old school body and fender man) and my dad made it in the shop. Byron announced at a monthly potluck that the little ones should stay out of the shop for awhile, and even though we knew Byron loved us, we always did what he said! We had the whole observatory grounds to drive around on, and had a ball!

