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A BRIEF STORY OF MY LIFE AND FOREBEARS
BY MRS. EDITH L. VENNING

The oldest actual record that I have in my possession concerning the Fairfield Water Works is a
new item dated March 29, 1901, "Town Will Install Water Meters," it reads. Another one dated
December 27, 1901, is headed, "A Christmas Fire."
"Old Fairfield Waterworks Burned Today"
This article states that W. K. Hoyt was owner at that time and was in the engine room when the
fIre broke out. The plant had just been overhauled by Henry Goosen, who lost $200.00 worth of
tools in the fire.
This article further states that this waterworks was built by the Suisun and FairfIeld Water
Company in 1866. Hoyt being head of the company then. When Suisun organized its own
waterworks Hoyt bought this one for $350.00 and had run it ever since.

An article dated February 7, 1902 states that Henry Goosen bought the FairfIeld Waterworks after
the fIre and rebuilt it. I know of my own personal knowledge that he ran it until 1924 when the
;:;"'\ City of FairfIeld bought it.
\...J

An article dated September 12, 1902 states that the City of FairfIeld was trying to fmd a way to
raise money for water.
Another one, July 10, 19I3--"Notice to water consumers." The city wells are decreasing
gradually in the amount of water we can draw from them. The only way to keep from resorting to
slough water and the wagon, is to save every drop we have. Use your common sense and if you
have a leaky connection of any sort, repair it. Don't use water to irrigate for any purpose.
I have heard Bill Glusen tell of being in the old house at the waterworks when the San Francisco
earthquake of 1906 struck. He claims he jumped out of bed and looked out the window and that
the big tanks up on the old wooden tank frame were jumping around enough that the water was
slopping over the sides, like a pan full of water being joggled around.
According to him, at that time, the house was just two rooms with a single tongue and groove
partition between. The north one was the kitchen, the south one the bedroom.
My personal experience of the place began in October 1929. My husband, Ray Venning, had
been working for the Evans and Pyle Hardware Company for a couple of years. His salary was
;~ about $100.00 a month. His work, as a plumber's helper, was mostly cleaning clogged drains,
, helping the plumber or sweeping up.
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In October 1929, Mr. John Freitas came to Ray and told him that Joe Anderson, who had been
running the plant for years, had quit. Would Ray take the job? It would pay $125.00 per month

with house, lights and water thrown in. No vacation the first year. After that, two weeks a year
" , with pay. However, Ray had to stay in hearing of the fire siren al all times, except when on
G ) vacation.
.
Ray rushed home all excited to talk it over with me. We both wanted the extra money very badly,
but Ray had doubts about being on call all the time. He was also worried because he would be
expected to figure the water bills. Rashly, I told him I could do the billing if he could not. So we
took the job. It was about as much of a family job as I ever saw.
I manned the telephone and relayed messages, if nothing else. My heart sank when I saw the
house. Splintery board floors, worn clear through in places. One room was papered and the
paper hung in long strips. The Anderson children had done school work on the walls. There
were telephone numbers and telephone messages on the wall around the telephone. Everything
was filthy. There were ripe peaches tramped into the splintery floors.
Ray and Roy Swasey, who was breaking him in on the job, took the garden hose and hoes inside
and an old broom. I came along after them with Chlorox. Eventually, we moved in. We were
years getting all the broken window panes replaced. Because the place was so shabby, I scrubbed
my hands raw, trying to keep it at least clean.
It was 1936 before we got new floors in two of the rooms. It was 1935 before they added a
bedroom. Meantime, Ray and I slept on the back porch. In the spring of 1930 we painted the
/ " '~\ kitchen and bath and back bedroom. After a couple of years we had felt put on the two front
~,/ rooms and wallpapered over it. The cracks in the living room walls were so big that the felt had
to be tacked on. They tried gluing it and it blew off in sheets when the west wind blew. It was
two years after the new bedroom was built before they papered it. We lived there twenty-five
years, the longest time I ever lived in anyone place. Everything happened there.
When we moved there the two oldest children were five and seven years old, happy, healthy, jolly
children. It was there that Helen had scarlet fever and nearly died, our first Christmas there. It
was from there that she walked to school each day. It was from there that she eloped with a sheep
herder of uncertain ancestry when she was sixteen and he was thirty-eight.
It was there that Chuck grew up, went to school and followed his father about until I called them
"me and my shadow," and waited for the second slam of the door every time Ray left the house. I
also called them "my two little boys in blue," because they both wore blue bib overalls. Chuck
adored his father.
It was there we lived when Ray's father had an automobile accident that ended his already
doubtful good health. He was sick and blind until his death on New Year's Day 1942.
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We were living there when Betty was born in November 1935. She was a constant joy to me, as
were all my children. It was there Betty grew up from a gay friendly child, much like her dear
') father, into a capable young woman.
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It was there we lived out the war years, black outs, waiting for news from our son in the service,
__, and had the joy of his few furloughs. It was there that he brought "Jeannie with the Light Brown
- j Hair," as Ray always called her. They were living there with us when our first grandson,
'-..../ Raymond Hugh Venning, was born on a beautiful Valentine's Day. It was from there that Jeannie
went to Weimar (TB sanitarium) and I kept Raymond until they released her.
It was from there that Betty was married at Thanksgiving time in 1952. On December 2, 1952,
just a few days later, that my mother died.

It was here on May 19, 1953, that Ray died of cancer. It was here that I made him the many
promises that he asked me to make, made them over again to God and vowed to keep them, and I
have.
There are many things I could tell about. The raising of the big tank, which interested me so
much that I spent most of my time with my head out of the window while it was being built
almost directly over my roof. Of the old peg-legged sailor who climbed around on that frame, a
hundred feet above the ground, with his peg-leg like we walked about on the ground. About the
time the poor old sailor drank the raw home-brew out of the crock and got so blotto that he went
to sleep with his back across a beam that held up some wooden tanks. When he woke up he could
hardly move.
About Christmases and Thanksgivings, about Halloween pumpkins and Easter eggs, about Fourth
"' <-~~ of July and the first watermelon of the season. About sickness and bills, about hard work and
,,_ _ > worries, about birthdays and company. Perhaps, about the few lovely summer evenings when we
were so tired from the heat and could lay on the lawn until all hours just cooling off.
I suddenly have a compulsion to write that family history that I could not write when my parents
were alive and my source of information was still present. I don't know whether I can now or not,
but here goes for a try. Where shall I start? Since my
maiden name was Stewart, perhaps I should start with my
Grandfather Stewart.
Grandfather Thomas Chambers Stewart was born in Licking
County, Ohio, on June 16, 1841. His father, my greatgrandfather, was David Stewart, born Oct 29, 1806, in
Licking County, Ohio. About his parents I know nothing,
except that I think they were Scotch Irish.

Thomas Chambers Stewart (painted by
Eva Jane (Stewart) Pangburn, His
Dauflhter) about 1890

Grandpa Thomas Chambers Stewart's mother was Jane
Chambers, born 22 Aug 1816 in Ohio and her father, born
in County Down, Ireland, in 1772. Her mother was Jane
Whorry. Jane, herself, was twin to Alexander Chambers,
and one of eleven children born to James and Jane
Chambers. I have a letter listing them, and who the girls
married, that was written to my grandfather by G. D.
This G. D.
Chambers, of Delphos, Ohio, in 1883.
Chambers was a first cousin of my grandfather's, and in

