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Watching the 3- and 4-year-old children playing under the eucalyptus trees, climbing on bars, and digging in the sand in the yard of Bay School, one can imagine that nearly the same shouts and laughter were heard there over one hundred years ago.

You may have whizzed by the little red school house on the west side of the highway just over a mile south of Rio Road and wondered if that really was a one-room schoolhouse, looking like it was a hundred years old.  It was and it is.  In fact, it is 114 years old this year.
In 1879, long before Point Lobos was a state park, Bay School served as a community school for the whalers and their families who lived at Point Lobos.  The names of the early families still echo in the community, linked to the present through grandchildren and great-grandchildren, and reflected in street names, roads, and ranches.  The Hattons, Hudsons, Rileys, Allans, Martins, DeAmarals, Williamses, and Kodanis are found throughout our community.  Photographer Cole Weston is a graduate, followed many years later by his grandchildren who attended Bay School as a preschool.

Looking through the faded and dog-eared scrapbooks put together by the children of Bay School in the late 1930s, one can unravel a lot of local history.  Several well-thumbed Bay School scrapbooks are currently harbored in the Henry Meade Williams Local History Room of the Harrison Memorial Library.  Were it not for this temperature-controlled room (formerly a bank vault) these beloved artifacts of Bay School memories would have crumbled long ago.

The earliest scrapbook dates from 1938-39.  Some of the children attending this one-room eight-grade school included Mary Riley, from the Riley Ranch which still sits across from Point Lobos today.  Satoko Kodani, whose nieces and nephews live here still, was descended from a Japanese marine biologist who had emigrated to teach harvesting methods of that strange mollusk, the abalone, that no westerner wanted to eat.
In first grade in 1938 were Walter Victorine, Greda Rutledge, Helen Passadori, Rosemarie Raiboum, and Eugene Kodani.  Others in school that year were Frank Rutledge, Lena Braida, Albert Trugulo, Emilio Odello, Lucille and Clarence Castro, Terry Ireland, Alice and Alya Victorine, Ligia, Mary, and Bruno Abluton, and Inez Pezzini.

Perhaps the most famous or infamous graduate, depending on your point of view, was a contemporary student of Carmel Martin, former mayor of Monterey, in the 1880s.  At Bay School her name was Floradine Silva.  She was later known as Flora Woods, Cannery Row’s madame immortalized as Dora Flood by John Steinbeck in his book, Cannery Row.

In 1938, the children of the school were taken on a field trip to the canneries in Monterey.  The following account was written by Ligia Abluton (with the original spelling, grammar, and punctuation intact):
“The Fish Cannery”

One of our nice trip was when we went to see the fish cannery.  The fish cannery is very big and large building we never saw so many fish.  They have one hundred and thirty men and women at work.  They have sixty-five boats in the fleet.  They made boxes for fish too.  The man made about one hundred twenty in an hour.  The have many machinery for packing, cleaning and cooking.  We saw the girls working in the packing.  We had a little book for write all the questions about the cannery.  After we saw all those things we came back to our school.  We were very happy after this trip.

In the 1940 memory book, the children were writing about the war in Europe.  They put out a little school newspaper called the “Bay Breeze.”  The paper sold for three cents with the profits being sent to the British War Relief effort “to buy an ambulance or some other things that will help the stricken people of the bombed areas.  When you buy this paper you are helping the children live through the crisis this way.”  Betty Riley was the editor of the paper and Frank Wolcott the publisher.  

Betty Riley still lives here in the area.  Her sister, Mary Riley Whisler lives on the Riley Ranch.  “I went to Bay School in 1929,” she reminisces.  “We would walk to school carrying our lunches.  I remember we had an old pot-belly stove and Buzzy Hollis was our teacher.  There were never more than fifteen students in the class.  We were able to listen in as the teacher taught the other grade levels.  I know that this helped me advance more quickly to the upper grades.”  Her grandchildren, Tana and Laurel, have also gone to Bay School in its present form as a nursery school.

The children who went to this school were more isolated than the current 2-minute drive to the Rio Road shopping center would otherwise indicate.  At the time, they were living “way out in the country” on homesteads, ranches, and farms.  They were allowed to wander freely across Highway 1 and down to the beaches to explore.  The recurring theme heard in comments from students over the years was of the freedom they had at Bay School to learn directly from their surroundings.  Classroom study brought them the academics from such teachers as Irma Frank (1908), June Stirling Sovey (1917), Julia Breinig (1920-23), Thelma Stohr (circa 1948), and Mrs. Guy Store and Sally McPhail (1952).

Marilyn Kodani, presently teaching first grade at Carmel River School, remembers tales her father used to tell.  Before he grew up to become the Carmel Highlands Fire Chief in the 1950’s, he was one of the local boys at Bay School.  He remembered going out in a rowboat off Monastery Beach with Bruno Odello and other children.  Things got pretty wild with the surf and the boys trying to tip the boat over.

Many older students served as teacher’s helpers with the younger students.  This was the essence of the Bay School experience: use of the old-time method of rewarding progress, then letting that child share his skill by helping a classmate.  This, according to Bay School alumni, is what gave the students a sense of pride and accomplishment for themselves and for their classmates.
The scrapbook from the late Forties was made of wood and bound together with leather thongs.  The students had written down on the now faded brown paper both their deepest aspirations as well as mundane descriptions of life.  Bobby Martin wrote, “My daddy milks cows at Carmel Dairy and my mother does housework.”

The Williams clan of siblings and cousins attended the school for many years and many still live in the area.  John Williams is a local hydrologist.  Honey Williams, as so many girls in the 50s did, dreamed of being a housewife, a goal which she now laughingly says she may have achieved.  She loved sheep and stamps, but hasn’t managed to own a sheep yet.  Did her sister ever find true happiness in collecting matchbooks, as she put in her biography in the Bay School scrapbook?  One Williams boy described his mother and father by noting, “He’s a birdman and she’s a sometimes artist.”

Joe Broadman, who attended in the early 50s, remembers Eugenie Kodani Childress, granddaughter of the original Kodani patriarch of Point Lobos.  Of him he said, “He would take us outdoors.  We would collect nature, paint, make collages.  It was a wonderful life.  I think my mother was worried that I wouldn’t get a strict enough education, so she moved me into the Carmel schools for the upper grades.”
The Fifties did seem to be a time for lots of parties.  “We remember our parents and their friends were always having wonderful parties for any reason.  Lots of dancing and freedom.  It must have been a bounce back from the seriousness of the war years,” says one former student.  “The school was a natural gathering place for all of us on the central coast, belonging neither to Big Sur, Carmel Valley, or Carmel.  We really had our own community and I remember those school events as uproariously fun.”

There are many stories of walking to school over the flowing Carmel River, sometimes getting soaked.  This caused no worries because one-time school mistress Mary Miller always kept extra sets of dry clothes on hand for her students.  Shoes were generally set aside in those early days anyway.  It is said that the Hatton boys, Ed, Frank, and Will, always left their Carmel Valley home in good walking shoes and then hid them in a special spot under the Carmel Bridge.  They would retrieve them on their way home from school.  Wearing apparel just did not seem to be important to the students and teachers who were there to learn and explore together.  This was to be the way Rosa Doner ran the nursery school, too. 

Some other names that may be recognized are Richard Dempsey, son of E. W. Dempsey, a water color artist, Wendy Millard, daughter of a lawyer and a painter (coastal preservationist Margaret Owings and Malcolm Millard), Charlotte and Carol Boyd, daughters of Hal Boyd, a designer of homes from Carmel Highlands.  Carol went on to become Commissioner of the U. S. Customs Service under the first President Bush.  Students Sharon and Gregg Gilman’s parents managed the Crocodile’s Tail, the restaurant that used to sit on the edge of the cliffs overlooking Bixby Beach.  Also noted are Patsy Breshears, Shiela Zanetta, Gordon Douglas (who later became principal at Captain Cooper School in Big Sur), and Lucinda and Mardi Lloyd, children of well-known Frank and Marjorie Lloyd.  These students were among the last to attend the school in its use as a full, multi-level institution.  Also among the last was a little girl named Tasha Doner.  It was through her mother, the locally famous and beloved Rosa Doner, that a new era for Bay School began.
Rosa Doner continued what has been called the “enchantment of Bay School.”  In 1955, the students were sent to other schools as the district grew larger.  The people of the Carmel Highlands urged the Carmel Adult School to take over the building, for they feared it would be abandoned or worse.  So when school opened that fall it became the new home of the Carmel Parent Cooperative Nursery School, which had been operating out of the basement of the Carmel Youth Center for five years.

The school had suffered extensive fire damage around 1900.  It had been repaired, but no one knew what kind of a job they would have on their hands when the Carmel Unified School District was compelled to bring it up to current earthquake standards.  Ultimately, a decision was made by the school board to demolish the schoolhouse in 1975.  Due in part to efforts by Tom Hudson, a Bay School alumnus, following much debate and a lawsuit, a reversal of the fate of the little red schoolhouse was secured.  Although the original building could not be brought up to code, a replacement replica was built on the same site in 1976.  Hundreds of local people joined in that effort to save the school.  Fundraisers had been organized, and letters and appeals had been sent to alumni with hopes for a continuation of the same warm experience for the future children of the community.
Many young adults in Carmel have warm memories of Rosa Doner.  Rosa, assisted by the parents of the students, taught or, as she would say, shared the children for 25 years; in her opinion, each one better than the last.  Children left Bay School with a sense of worth and eagerness to learn.  Rosa not only worked with the children, but with the parents, and nearly everyone who shared in the cooperative school remembers it as a pleasant experience.  She had not only her own daughter involved in the preschool, but also her husband, Ephraim, who became renowned for his “Doner burgers,” which were sold during the annual fundraiser known as Bay Day.  Even folksinger-activist Joan Baez contributed her singing talents to help raise interest and funds for “the little red schoolhouse.”

In 1976, Wendy Banks became the new director.  Under the tutelage of Rosa Doner and former Carmel River School kindergarten teacher Kay Goines, Wendy’s teaching philosophy closely followed theirs.  Wendy stayed on for more than ten years, assisted by Dorothy Tilney during part of that time.  She then moved on to start the preschool at Carmelo School in Carmel Valley.  Since then, Bay School has had several dedicated directors, including Joan Linch, pass through its portals.  This year, Kathy Miller has come to gently lead (or be led) through those most tender of years: the threes, fours, and sometimes fives.
“I want the children to come through their first school experience knowing that they are special,” says Kathy.  “That’s why we work on self-esteem through stories and art.  We recently completed a project where each child had their body shape outlined life-size.  They filled it in and colored it.  Those images hang on our walls and you can see the pride as they point to “who is me.”

Each week we take a different theme and a lesson to go along with it,” says Miller.  “For instance, this month we are involved with books.  Not learning to read, but rather learning to love books.  We’ve made up our own stories, the children have illustrated them.  We bind the books and they take them home.  In this activity we use many skills, as well as see the children feel enormous pride in making their own book.  Of course, sometimes we just take a walk along the bluffs and to the beach much the same way the children must have a hundred years ago.”

One tradition Bay School has is to present music to the children.  They have a talented music teacher, Mary Lee Sunseri, who comes each week and leads the children in such fun and silly songs as “Baby Beluga,” “The Pizza Song,” and “I Had a Little Peanut.”  They also have a movement teacher come and guide the children in mime, light tumbling, and dance.

Parent interaction plays a very large part in the functioning of Bay School.  It is run as a “teaching lab” for an ongoing adult education class administered by the Carmel Unified School District.  Children now come from all over the Peninsula: Seaside, Monterey, Pacific Grove, as well as Carmel, Carmel Valley, and Big Sur.

Parents are required to go to meetings each month at the school, help in the teaching and supervision at the school one morning per week, and participate in the fundraising.  At the meetings, adult speakers present a variety of topics on health, psychology, and on all aspects of the preschool child.

From speaking with many Bay School parents, one comes away with the distinct feeling that they have all experienced something unique.  They continue to be part of an ongoing network of trusted friends and parents as their children go through school.  Working side-by-side in a noisy tricycle yard, staying up late painting murals on the classroom walls, and creating magic gold rocks for Saint Patrick’s Day can bridge even the most tentative of friendships between parents.  You will often hear, “Oh, you’re an old Bay School parent!”  That is like an invitation to a reunion of old friends, even if you have just met.  And the children of Bay School seem to continue with their Bay School friends and the “enchanted experience” long into adulthood.
One of the most popular days at Bay School is Bay Day, a traditional children’s carnival and celebration held each year in the Spring.  It is also the main fundraiser for the school, supplementing the school district’s over-burdened budget and enabling the parents to add to the art supplies, new equipment, and improvements at the school.  The parents and children create a theme for the day, play games, serve food, and even have pony rides for the one day event.  This year (1993) the theme is the farm, and it will be held April 17 from 10 AM to 3 PM.  It is free and open to the public.  The community always gathers around their beloved red schoolhouse at this time of year to celebrate yet another year (the 114th!) and to meet old friends and families in the eucalyptus-lined schoolyard at the edge of the bay.

As the new director, Kathy Miller, said, “They will probably never have a school environment like this again.  We would like to continue to provide this nurturing setting for the children of this community for many more years to come.”

Note from Ms. Godbe:  Please forgive any historical inaccuracies.  I would appreciate hearing from any alumni or interested parties with information on history, students, teachers, or anecdotes having to do with Bay School.  P.O. Box 222058, Carmel, CA 93922
