Bay School Savior Rosa Doner Celebrated Children
Born Masha Shuser in 1905 in Latvia, Rosa (Doner) often recounted as one of her earliest memories riding in her grandfather's sleigh through a snow-filled forest, pursued by wolves. At the age of 5, with her mother and four siblings, she emigrated to the United States where they were reunited with her father. At the Ellis Island immigration center, her father changed her name to the more American-sounding Rosa. 

The Shuser family settled in Newport, R.I., where Rosa grew up. She worked in her father's grocery store, delivering groceries after school by pulling them behind her (in a) wagon. Her mother felt strongly that her daughters should receive a college education, and so refused to teach them knitting and other domestic skills. Rosa attended Barnard College in New York City for one year, then hitchhiked across the country with another woman to attend U.C.L.A. Ultimately, she graduated from U.C. Berkeley. 

Returning to the East coast, she became an assistant buyer for Macy's in New York City. 

Each morning on her way to work she walked past the Little Red Schoolhouse in Greenwich Village. Her fascination with children convinced her to get her teaching credential through Bank Street College. Rosa maintained a strong allegiance to Bank Street throughout her life, incorporating in her own work its progressive and innovative teaching methods, its emphasis on experiential learning, and its commitment to diversity. 

In 1941, after a two-year courtship, she married artist Ephraim Doner, and in 1950 they moved to Carmel with their 5-year-old daughter, Natasha. 

When she learned that the historic, one-room Bay School (opposite the Carmelite Monastery) was going to be bulldozed to make way for a parking lot at Monastery Beach, she began a campaign to save it. Rosa and the parents were successful in moving the Carmel Co-op Nursery from the basement of the Youth Center to the beautiful Bay School, (where) it remains to this day. 

Rosa had held a lot of hands and wiped away a lot of tears during her 25 years at the nursery when she retired in 1975. 

Rosa and Ephraim's Carmel Highlands home was renowned for its gourmet dinners, lively conversation, and avid games of ping-pong. Guests included most of the area's artists: writer Henry Miller, sculptors Gordon Newell and Harrydick Ross, singer Joan Baez, poets Eric Barker and Lawrence Ferlinghetti, photographers Bill Webb and Ansel Adams, and two-time Nobel Prize winner Linus Pauling. 

Rosa was a lifelong social activist. During the 1950's she circulated disarmament petitions which almost cost her her job. In the 1960's, she marched for civil rights and against the war in Vietnam; she also picketed in support of the United Farmworkers Union boycott of grapes and lettuce. 

Rosa Doner, the teacher who helped save Carmel's historic Bay School from destruction and who nurtured local preschoolers there for more than 20 years, died November 8, 1998. She was 93. 

"Those in the know realize that the Bay School is the center of the universe--Rosa Doner was the Bay School, "Congressman Sam Farr said of Rosa.  "She espoused the importance of early childhood education before the world recognized its importance. No child or parent could ever forget Rosa. . ." 

"I cannot remember anything more soothing and calming even now," said Michele Girard, a former student at Bay School, "than the pineapple juice and graham crackers we had for snacks, followed by a little nap on the floor. Life doesn't get any better than that." 

Ms. Girard's mother, Maureen Girard of the MPC English Department remembers most that Rosa "never withheld any part of herself when she was with the children. She took every child absolutely seriously as a credible human being. In Rosa's eyes, every child was a walking, talking miracle." 

Rosa Doner taught me a most valuable lesson," said Susan Share, whose two daughters attended Bay School: "how, as a young mother, to relax and enjoy my children. Rosa was a wonderful presence who made me feel that my children were doing exactly what young children should be doing." 
--From "Bay School savior Rosa Doner celebrated children," an article by Elliot Roberts in the November 13-19, 1998, edition of The Carmel Pine Cone; revised for this website by Jerry Speraw. 

