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From Private College to 
Government Venue:
St. Mary’s Becomes a 1940’s
Wartime Aviation School 

The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor left the U.S. military
short of fighter pilots.  In response, the Navy set up pre-
flight training schools across the country.  One of those was
at St. Mary’s College.  
The Navy ran its school from 1942 to 1946.  
A future U.S. President (Gerald Ford) coached football on
campus in 1945. 
1427 men with ties to St. Mary’s College served in the mili-
tary during WW II;
21 are known to have died in uniform. 

On February 27, 1942 a telegram was sent to college Presi-
dent Brother Austin:
“St. Mary’s College has been selected by the Navy Depart-
ment as one of the four locations [across the U.S.] for pre-
flight training.  Your patriotic cooperation in this vital
program is appreciated.” Signed: Frank Knox, Secretary of
the Navy

To house and feed its 2,000 cadets, the Navy: 
• Built temporary barracks, a field house (with an indoor 

swimming pool) and a rifle range.
• Leveled out the land from the Chapel to St. Mary’s Road 

to make athletic fields, some of which are still in use 
today.

• Required East Bay Municipal Utility District (EBMUD) to 
construct a water pipeline to the campus: “to provide 
adequate water supply, both for drinking purposes and 
for fire protection.”  (Adm. L.E. Denfield, May 12, 1942).  

The hills surrounding St. Mary’s Moraga campus made a
marvelous natural amphitheater, recalls former Marine
Corps pilot Chuck Temple of Florence, Oregon. “The bugler
would play taps from the [chapel] tower, once slowly, then
he’d ‘jazz it up’, and it would echo all around the hills!”
C. Dausman

Sources:
Pipe Dream Fulfilled: How the Navy helped bring water to St. Mary’s
John Grennan, author

The History of U.S. Navy Pre-Flight School, St. Mary’s California, U.S.
Navy, 1946
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Thomas attended U.C. Berkeley

on the G.I. Bill, and became an

industrial engineer. He and wife

Rudi settled in Orinda in 1949 be-

cause Thomas knew and liked the

area from his time at St. Mary’s.

They put four sons through local

schools.  Thomas says he owned

and flew private planes, including

a Piper super cub and a Cessna

172, into his 80’s. Although he fi-

nally gave up the pilot’s seat, he

still flies --as a passenger --with

his pilot son. He donated his flight

suit to the Alameda Naval Air Mu-

seum.

      

Thomas helped organize and at-

tended a 1995 reunion for preflight

school cadets, held at St. Mary’s Col-

lege.  The cadre of former cadets is

aging; many have filed their final

flight plan. Those who remain are

close to their 90th birthdays. But in

spite of that, and the urgency of a na-

tion then at war, Thomas says his St.

Mary’s College days were “one of

the better times in my life.” 

Saturday, February 18th
6:00 p.m. - 8:00 p.m.

Cocktail hour featuring wine, cheese and hors d'oeuvres from 6:15 to 6:45 p.m. 
The Fondettes will perform from  7:00 to 7:45 p.m.

The Fondettes are a vocal trio with rich three part harmony and jazzy tone quality. 
By singing almost solely Andrews Sisters' covers, they don't try to reinvent
the music, but rather restore and carry on the classic music of the 1940's. 

 Space is limited. RSVP required Candice Moses 925-377-7900
or Candice.Moses@AegisLiving.com.

Áegis of Moraga
950 Country Club Dr.

Moraga, CA 94556

(925) 377-7900
AegisofMoraga.com
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Please join us for a
celebration of swingin’ hits
performed by 
The Fondettes.
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Teeb Thomas, on the left in the middle row, and his classmates. Photo provided

College Prep for Gr. 6-12

Fall 2012: offering new 6th grade class and 
reinvigorated middle school program

19 Altarinda Rd., Orinda  •  925.254.7553  •  www.OrindaAcademy.org

30TH ANNIVERSARY CRAB FEED
SATURDAY, MARCH 3RD 6PM TO 9PM 

AT THE ORINDA MASONIC HALL,  9 ALTARINDA RD, ORINDA
CALL FOR TICKET INFORMATION
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