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The Moraga Historical Society 
 

 

History of the Moraga School District 

Adapted by Susan Sperry from 

“Glimpses into The History of the Moraga School District“ by Betty and Will Meintzer 

 

The pioneer squatters and sharecroppers of the Rancho Laguna de Los Palos Colorados set about building a 

school soon after their arrival. Even before the first squatters harvested their crops timbers were brought from 

the Canyon redwoods to build a school. Willow Spring School was located across from today’s Commons, near 

the junction of what is now Moraga and St. Mary’s Roads and opened in 1855 with Philip Sage as the first 

teacher. The impetus to build a school came from the community itself. James and Angelina Magee, although 

childless, donated the land to build the 20’ x 30’ one-room school, with a 9-foot ceiling, playground and 

hitching post. Materials and labor were donated. 

The California constitution of 1849 had called for the creation of a common school 

system for the whole state. Most of the legislators favored local control of schools 

and in 1851 appropriated money to partially fund grammar schools. In 1857 the 

office of the County Superintendent of Instruction was created. Willow Spring 

became public on February 4, 1857, when Contra Costa County drew up its school 

district boundaries. The district kept the name Willow Spring. Willow Spring was 

one of the 22 original districts in the county.  

In 1865 it was reported there were 27 students enrolled in Willow Spring, 20 in 

Orinda and 43 in Lafayette. The value of the school property was listed at $100. In 

the 1871-1872 school year no one was willing to serve as school trustee and H.S. 

Raven, the County School Superintendent, had to manage the school business for the 

district. 

In 1871, a special tax was levied on property in each of the 33 districts in the county. Property in the Willow 

Spring area was assessed at 45 cents per $100 of valuation. This came at a time Willow Spring desperately 

needed money! The school was poorly supplied with furniture and apparatus, had no water closet and no cash 

balance on hand. By July 1, 1873, the total value of school property had increased to $230--the lot, school, and 
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furniture worth $175, the library $40 and apparatus $15. Meanwhile the district had difficulty getting teachers to 

stay for more than a few weeks. 

In 1882, the school census shows 59 children between the ages of 5 and 15 in the Moraga area, 37 attending 

Willow Spring, 2 in private school and the remainder had no schooling at all. There are no county records for 

Willow Spring for the 1884-1885 school year. By 1889 there were only 22 students; in 1892, 32 students, and in 

1902 attendance was back to 22! 

This was typical of rural schools of the time. One teacher taught all the grades in one room. Attendance was 

affected by the agricultural year, by inclement weather and by frequent lack of teachers. The school day was 

short as students had farm chores to complete at home. The school year had to work around the planting, 

pruning, growing, and harvesting seasons. 

 

At the turn of the century, Willow Spring finally hired a teacher who stayed for more than a year. Hazel Webb 

taught from 1906-1909. She was replaced by Florence Fontes who remained at Willow Spring until 1920! Ms 

Fontes rode to work either in her horse and buggy or on horseback and taught for eleven years at both the old 

and new Willow Spring schools. Ms Fontes married Matt Madsen, president of the school trustees (grandfather 

of current Moraga resident Rob Davies).  

In 1913 the Oakland, Antioch & Eastern Railway Company put its tracks through the Moraga Valley. The line 

extended from Oakland to Sacramento. The Moraga Company, expecting a population boom, mapped out a 

townsite and offered 200 lots for sale. The population explosion did not occur and only one lot sold! It also 

offered Willow Spring School trustees a 1.5-acre plot of land for $10 in gold coins. Voters approved $12,000 in 

bonds in April of 1916 and in May of 1917 the new school was completed. Matt Madsen managed to get the 

lights for the new building from the 1915 San Francisco Exposition fair building, The total cost for the new 

school was $13,000. 

The new Willow Spring School, still in existence today on School Street as the Willow Spring Church, was the 

latest thing in schoolhouses--two large classrooms, auditorium, cafeteria and kitchen, cloak room, office, and 

inside bathrooms. There was also a barn for twelve horses ridden to school by the ranch children. In 1917 the 

new school consisted of two teachers and 45 students (26 boys and 19 girls). 
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Willow Springs II graduating class of 1919 

The number of students in the Willow Spring District never exceeded 60 students before 1957. In 1915 the 

consolidation of Willow Spring and (Moraga) Glorietta schools into a single district was proposed but the 

proposal was defeated on March 24,1923. This was a time when the population in Orinda on the other side of 

Tunnel Road was growing so quickly that the Orinda board built a new school. As enrollment declined in the 

Willow Spring District in 1924, the trustees decided to close Willow Spring School and asked the Orinda 

School District to annex the area and take the students. Orinda agreed. A series of developments between the 

Orinda Crossroads and the Moraga townsite were built and students in the new homes attended the Orinda 

District schools. The Orinda District boundaries eventually reached Ivy Drive. The population of the Willow 

Spring District remained small. 

In 1927 the trustees of the Willow Spring District changed their name to the 

Moraga School District, feeling the new name would make it more 

identifiable with the Moraga Valley and the new townsite, changed the 

Willow Spring School to the Moraga School. In 1940, the Moraga student 

population had dropped to 18 as the number of farms declined and stayed 

small until the World War II building boom. 

In 1955 Charlie Toll was hired as principal/teacher/janitor of the 50 student 

Moraga School. Mr. Toll taught 7th and 8th grades. In the beginning of his 

tenure, Moraga was still a rural community. In 1934 Donald Rheem was 

developing the site now known as the Hacienda de las Flores. In 1950 Rheem 

built a shopping center and began building homes in the Rheem Valley.  

Mr. Toll was there when Moraga began its population explosion, and he was 

personally responsible for much of the look of the district today. As 

enrollment grew, Mr. Toll expanded the two-room Willow Spring/Moraga 

School by turning the cafeteria into a classroom and dividing the larger 

rooms. Despite attempts to accommodate the growing number of students, the facility could not be expanded 

further. The district applied to the state for aid in building a new school. Charlie Toll became the liaison 

between Moraga and the state. He drove around Moraga counting houses and foundations, and it took three 
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years of counting to qualify for a new school. In 1958, Charlie negotiated with Donald Rheem for the 10-acre 

site where Donald L. Rheem Elementary School now stands. Donald Rheem School opened in January 1959. 

The first kindergarten in the district was established in the same year. By the time the first eight classrooms 

were completed at Donald Rheem School, the primary classes were in double session. The district bought the 

Camino Pablo site from the Moraga Company and built the school in 1960. Los Perales was built in 1966 to 

accommodate the overflow, and in 1967 Joaquin Moraga Intermediate School was added. An additional 40-acre 

site was purchased in the Preston Ranch area on Moraga Road.  

Charlie Toll modernized the school program. He introduced classes in instrumental and vocal music, foreign 

language, modern math, and he assisted in building a library. By 1961 there were 450 students in the Moraga 

School District. In 1962, William H. Knight was chosen as the district’s first superintendent, and the enrollment 

grew to 640 students. The climax in student population was reached in 1973 with a total of 2,718 students 

enrolled and 105 teachers employed by the district. Check out Charlie Toll in Voices of the Past: My Town 

Moraga - from ranch to town. 

When tougher building restrictions, a building moratorium and tighter economic conditions capped the local 

population, the district began to experience a steady decline in enrollment. Los Perales closed in 1983 (to 

reopen September 7, 1997) and the Preston Ranch site was sold. By 1986, the number of students in the three 

schools’ system fell to 1,429 with only 57 teachers remaining. Currently the Moraga School District has 1823 

students (JM-660, Rheem-448, LP-373, CP-342) enrolled and 85 teachers. 

MHS speaker series topic of discussion was Moraga’s incorporation 

By Vera Kochan 

The Moraga Historical Society began 2025 with its first quarterly speaker series on Feb. 23. Wanting to wrap up 

2024’s year-long 50th Anniversary Celebration, the Town’s first elected Council Members and former Mayors 

Sue (McNulty) Rainey and Barry Gross graciously offered to headline the event. Unfortunately, Rainey had to 

opt out at the last minute due to an illness, but Gross, with the help of long-time resident and MHS President 

Susan Sperry, was up to the task. 

  

MHS Board Member John Kaiser put together an in-depth slide presentation (see online pdf) that included 

photos from the 1840s to the Moraga of today. Much of the event involved a question and answer style of 

format based on topics, such as the Shepherd Canyon Highway 77 controversy, the Martinez/Moraga Mentality, 

tri-city boundary controversies, incorporation jitters, and more. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MK4NYY_g9h4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MK4NYY_g9h4
https://moragahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/pdf/MHSSpeakerEvent20250223.pdf
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The theme of the afternoon was “The Road to Incorporation and Beyond” with initial slides that included an 

aerial tour of Moraga. Topical photos touched upon: the 1841 Rancho Laguna de los Palos Land Grant, the 

Joaquin Moraga Adobe, California’s Americanization from 1848-1890, the Moraga Company site c.1913, a lot 

map of the early Valle Vista subdivision, Saint Mary’s College 1927 - now, Moraga’s pear and walnut orchards, 

and aerial photos of Moraga from 1950 to the present. 

With regards to the Shepherd Canyon Highway 77 controversy, Gross discussed when and why Moraga became 

opposed to the idea of a freeway through the Moraga Valley and whether that affected the push for 

incorporation. 

The “Martinez Mentality” versus the “Moraga Mentality” discussion explained the ideology behind both terms 

and the part the Ascot subdivision played in the open space movement. 

For anyone who’s ever wondered why the Moraga Adobe is in Orinda, there were two explanations. Gross 

stated that the Pacific Gas & Electric Company owned much of the adobe land and was not willing to give it up 

to Moraga. Sperry added that as Orinda’s population grew by 1924, Moraga’s Willow Spring School allowed 

them to annex the land since Moraga couldn’t handle all of the students alone. The new boundary eventually 

came down to Ivy Drive. 

 

Once the Town of Moraga became incorporated on Nov. 12, 1974, the Casita on the Hacienda de las Flores 

grounds became the first Town Offices. Ironically, and appropriately, it was the very building that this MHS 

event was held. 

To cap the discussion off, attendees were treated to a shortened version of the Time Capsule Ceremony video 

showing the actual burial process of the capsule, which is intended to be opened on Nov. 12, 2074.  

Adding to the success of the MHS incorporation discussion, was a very knowledgeable group of audience 

members who continued the discussion long after the presentation was finished. Also, the MHS would like to 

thank Barry Gross for his time and expertise and wishes Sue Rainey a speedy recovery. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aBs_yIjs7TI
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Clark Edwin Wallace Obituary 

Clark Edwin Wallace was born in 

Oakland in the depths of the 

Great Depression on May 9, 

1933, and grew up in Piedmont. 

Clark was an avid sportsman in 

his youth, reaching the apex as 

the shooting guard for Piedmont 

High. Clark also excelled at 

track, setting the Piedmont 660 -

yard run record, which stands to 

this day. Clark went to college at 

Cal, where he met Gerry Munger. 

They married in November 1955. 

Clark graduated from Cal in 1955 

with a degree in Business Administration, and he proceeded to serve as 

a naval officer, stationed on Kwajalein in the Marshall Islands. After an 

Honorable Discharge from the Navy, Clark and Gerry made their home 

in Orinda where they lived for nearly 70 years. 

Clark went into business with his father Ed at Wallace Realtors in 

Orinda, beginning a career in real estate spanning seven decades. 

During his career, Clark became one of the pillars of the California and 

U.S. real estate brokerage and development business. Clark served in 

succession as the President of the Contra Costa County Board of 

Realtors, the California Association of Realtors, and, in 1986 the 

National Association of Realtors, the country’s largest trade 

organization. Clark developed prominent landmarks including the 

Moraga Country Club, the Pine Grove office complex, and the Orinda 

Theater Square. Clark’s real estate career culminated in 1990, when 

Governor Pete Wilson appointed Clark as the California Real Estate 

Commissioner.  

Unlock the Past in Lamorinda: Strategies for 

History and Genealogy Research 

The California Genealogical Society is sponsoring a presentation on 

May 10, 2025 in the Moraga Library between 2-4:30 featuring MHS 

Research Director Susan Skilton who will talk on how to uncover the 

rich history of our Lamorinda community and trace the roots of early 

settlers. This session will introduce key resources such as local archives, 

libraries, historical societies, and online databases, while also exploring 

effective research strategies for both genealogy and local history. Learn 

how to navigate records, interpret historical documents, and piece 

together stories from the past. This talk is free but requires Pre-

Registration. 

The Moraga Historical Society 

continues its speaker series on 

Sunday, May 18, 2025, with the 

return, by popular demand, of 

resident train expert Sam Sperry! 

Journey back to 1913 when the 

Oakland, Antioch and Eastern 

Railway traveled from Oakland 

to Sacramento. For those who 

missed his first presentation, 

register early! 

The California Genealogical 

Society joins us on May 10, 

2025 for a presentation by Susan 

Skilton in the library room, and 

then on Sunday, August 17, 

2025, Donald Bastin, president 

of the El Sobrante Historical 

Society, presents “Rebels at the 

Gate”, guarding San Francisco 

during the Civil War. Not to be 

missed is Mark Harrigan, video 

blogger and frequent contributor 

to the “I Grew Up in Moraga” 

Facebook site, who returns on 

November 9, 2025 with more 

Lamorinda nostalgic stories. 

Members are free at all these 

presentations, guests $5. Yearly 

dues can be paid now, $20 single 

membership and $30 family. 

Check out our fantastic website, 

moragahistory.org, for full 

details or contact Susan Sperry 

at ranchsusan@aol.com.  

Susan Sperry, President 

PRESIDENT’S 

MESSAGE 

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/unlock-the-past-in-lamorinda-strategies-for-history-and-genealogy-research-registration-1273316617279
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/unlock-the-past-in-lamorinda-strategies-for-history-and-genealogy-research-registration-1273316617279


2025 SECOND QUARTER MORAGA MEMORIES-YESTERDAY, TODAY, TOMORROW  
 

 
 

8 
 

Moraga Historical Society 

P. O. Box 103 

Moraga, California 94556 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


