
Bell Tower attacked!

When alumni asked us if the construc-
tion of the Performing Arts Center 
required tearing down the bell tower, 

we told them it didn’t. All architectural designs 
included the bell tower, and it was always our 
understanding that it would be preserved.

Unbeknownst to us, a routine school dis-
trict inspection found that the tower was in a 
state of disintegration, in violation of current 
building codes, and a safety hazard to students.

Rumors about this determination had 
reached the Alumni Association but had not 
been confirmed, which is why, on April 23, 
2010, it was a quite a shock to receive an emer-
gency phone call informing us that our bell 
tower was in the process of being torn down.

I committed several traffic violations in my 
hurry to get to school—where I found a small 
crowd of students and parents gathered around 
some heavy equipment. The cupola part of the 
bell tower—still containing our bell—was in 
the grip of a forklift.

Principal Michael Grove showed up min-
utes later (after breaking a few speed laws 
himself ) and immediately put a stop to the 
demolition.

As the cupola containing the bell had been 
damaged during its removal from the tower, 
Mr. Grove asked the workers to carry it to the 
Wood Shop area. Our Metals teacher, Jason 
Berend, our Woods teacher, Jeff Germano, 
and student Kevin Shaw (‘10) spent the rest 
of the day carefully removing the “Spirit of 
San Dieguito” bell.

After removing the bell, staff placed it in the 
Principal’s Office for safe-keeping and display. 
Mr. Germano then repaired the cupola in 
order for it to be put back on the tower—so 
our seniors would not have to graduate under 
the specter of a decapitated landmark.

The Alumni Association soon received cop-
ies of plans for the rebuilt tower. These plans 
show a tower that looks much like the original, 
minus the louvers that were installed in the 
late 1980s to hide the bell from thieves. As 
an alternative, the new design uses plexiglass 

panels to protect the bell.
Mr. Grove hopes the plexiglass panels will 

not be necessary after seeing firsthand how dif-
ficult it is to remove the bell once it’s properly 
installed in the cupola. Instead, he hopes to 
rebuild the tower as it was originally designed 
so that all may see and hear the bell.

After graduation, a maintenance crew care-
fully dismantled the tower, saving as many 
of the bricks as possible for incorporation 
in the new tower. I watched the process and 
can confirm that the structure underneath 
the tower was crumbling and termite-ridden.

No matter what the condition of our tower, 
it was a bitter blow to lose it on the eve of its 
50th year. Our consolation was that it would 
be rebuilt, using materials from the original. 
We planned a fall rededication ceremony, in 
which we’d place a commemorative plaque on 
the rebuilt tower.

While work-
ing on this project 
with Ila Decker 
Piel, 1961’s class 
representative and 
chair of the 1986 
committee that in-
stalled “The Spirit 
of San Dieguito,” 
we received more 
bad news: the 
school district cut 
funding to rebuild 
our tower as a cost-
saving measure.

Students are deter-
mined not to lose their tower, however, and 
started a “Bring Back the Bell Tower” fund-
raising campaign. Alumni can help this effort 
by donating construction expertise, materials 
or funds.

“The bell tower holds a special place in the 
hearts and memories of many of our alumni, 
our staff, and students,” wrote Mr. Grove in 
an email to all San Dieguito faculty and staff. 

“Despite its current state of disrepair, we want 
to treat that history with respect as we make 
plans to include the bell and tower in San 

Old structures uncovered

During the grading process for the Per-
forming Arts Center, the district’s 
contractor, Barnhart Balfour-Beatty, 

uncovered two architectural artifacts from San 
Dieguito’s past.

The first find was a buried road running 
north and south, from the entrance of the 
main parking lot up to the area immediately 
west of the locker rooms. According to J. Grace 
Chan, Barnhart Balfour-Beatty’s Project Man-

ager, the road was ap-
proximately 30-35 
feet across. 

The second find 
was a cistern. Chan 
said they initially 
feared it was a septic 
tank, which would 
have required an ex-
pensive cleanup pro-
cess to protect the 
environment, but 
testing identified the 
structure as a fresh 

water cistern.
Chan gave the di-

mensions of the cistern as being approximately 
25 feet east to west, and approximately 30 feet 
north to south. The shallowest end was 8 feet, 
and the deepest was much larger than that, 
going quite a ways under ground.

The construction crew knocked down as 
much of the cistern as possible and left the 
deepest parts buried. 

You may see more photos of the road and 
the cistern on the alumni website located at 
http://sdafoundation.com/alumni/.

San Dieguito’s faculty, staff and students were 
shocked when a wrecking crew showed up on 
campus to demolish our bell tower.

The Bell Tower Rescue Squad: l-r: Kevin Shaw (‘10), 
Woods teacher Jeff Germano, Principal Mike Grove, 
and Metals teacher Jason Berend.

Part of the fresh-water cistern uncovered during 
recent grading on campus. An old road was also 
uncovered and had to be removed.

San Dieguito circa 1937. The left arrow indicates 
the approximate location of the recently uncovered 
cistern; the right arrow indicates the buried road.

Dieguito’s future and build new traditions 
around a working bell tower.”

If you’d like to help“Bring Back the Bell,” 
send your contribution to SDAF-Bell, PO 
Box 235109, Encinitas, CA 235109 or visit 
http://sdafoundation.com/alumni/.

—Bonnie Wren, Alumni Coordinator
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