A Tower Tale
By Bill Beamish, with additional details from Don Holmes
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One of my most enduring memories of Newport Harbor High School was climbing the recently destroyed Bell Tower from the inside.  Who could have guessed we would all outlive that monstrous 100 feet-high monolith?  I am so saddened to look at that resulting pile of rubble!
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On a Saturday night in early 1978, my fellow classmate and neighbor, Don Holmes, phoned me to say his little brother, Rich, and his freshman friend, Todd Waltze, had discovered a window open in the back of the high school theater building.  The facility was under minor renovation at the time.  Rich had crawled in and discovered that the normally locked steel access door to The Tower was open.  Rich and Todd returned home to tell his trusted older brother.  Within minutes we were all piling into Don’s Jeep and beginning one of our most memorable high school adventures.  
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With a single flashlight in hand, we arrived at the school campus around ten o’clock pm.  In short order we infiltrated the theater building and worked our way through the tangle of construction debris towards the base of The Tower.  Once past the steel access door, The Tower chamber proved to be much larger than we had imagined. The interior chamber floor was actually the second floor directly above the main entrance to the school. Shining our flashlight onto the interior walls of The Tower we could see the names and dates of the many prior students who had successfully intruded years and decades before.  It was a living memorial to our more adventurous alumni.  Some of the trespassers had unceremoniously painted their names over many of the previous alumni names and dates. Nonetheless, it was all very impressive and awe inspiring.
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There was a single vertical ladder running straight up the west corner wall of The Tower. The interior shaft seemed to be at least five stories high and we knew that if we slipped off the ladder, there was little hope of survival after hitting the concrete floor.  It was dark and spooky except for the beam of light cast by our sole flashlight.  We climbed up the ladder one-at-a-time so that we wouldn’t all be injured if one of us slipped and fell.  With me bringing up the rear, all of us made it up past a small platform where the clock operating mechanisms were and into The Tower belfry.
The belfry was the most disgusting place any of us had ever been in.  We found ourselves surrounded by dozens of dead and rotting pigeons.  This was bad enough, but far worse was the smell emitting from the piles of pigeon poop!  All of the belfry windows had been screened in, but the pigeons had somehow managed to get inside, and once in, could not escape.  With all four of us up in the belfry, there was no place to sit except on various piles of pigeon carcasses and poop. Ugh!
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Being boys on a once-in-a-lifetime adventure, we rose above the occasion and began admiring the outside views.  It was deathly quiet that night and we could hear the faint sounds of traffic miles away.  There were four huge speakers installed in the belfry to sound the newer electronic chimes, but the installers had left the large original iron bell in place.  As we were sitting there contemplating our historic feat a deafening clanging erupted from the huge bell above our heads.

Rich Holmes’ little friend Todd suddenly had the bright idea of ringing the bell and, after grabbing the clapper, he rang it like a fire alarm!  Boy, were we mad at him!  We all freaked out, thinking we had awoken the entire neighborhood and would soon be surrounded by the Newport Beach Police SWAT Team. 
(Archival photo of the Tower Bell at left) 
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In our hurry to escape from the belfry, troublesome Todd slipped and almost fell down the hole into the shaft.  He would have been the lucky one if we “surviving trespassers” were left to explain his broken body at the base of The Tower.  Fortunately, Todd was able to grab a rail and arrest his fall.  We all followed him down the ladder, through the access door, past the theater construction, and out the open window as fast as our shaking legs could carry us.
Don and I now share The Tower Tale whenever we reminisce about our school days. We will forever be part of that elite group of students who entered the historic heart of Newport Harbor High.  I was recently told that the Harbor High Alumni Association saved the very pinnacle of the Tower for future placement in Heritage Hall.  The old iron bell was also salvaged from the rubble, but I am not sure what became of it.  Our beloved and historic Tower will be sorely missed by all nostalgic alumni, but sadly, no one will ever miss those poor, damned pigeons.
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Don Holmes just sent me a photo taken from the Tower destruction site soon after the Tower came down. (Right)

Low and behold!  There amidst the rubble is his little brother’s name in red spray paint at the lower left of the photo!  Todd’s can be seen in red above.
Rich and Todd made three additional visits to the tower. On their final assault they attached a wire to the bell clapper and tossed it to the ground. They hid in some bushes across the street and at 1 AM they began ringing the bell continuously for an hour until lights in the area came on. This time the Newport Beach Police Department did respond.  The cops surrounded the building and covered all of the exits.  They were certain the culprits would be nabbed, but the boys completely evaded detection and enjoyed watching the entire crime scene from a short distance away.
Now that’s what I call good, clean fun!
The Legacy of Newport Harbor High’s Bell Tower
Newport Harbor High’s historic bell tower was a landmark in the community, giving the campus an East Coast, Ivy League university feel. Here are a few tidbits about the tower gleaned from records and interviews with faculty, staff, students and alumni:

• The 100 foot tower was built along with the original NHHS campus primarily because Huntington Beach High had one.  It was in place when the school opened in 1930.
• For decades, sailors used the tower to find their way into Newport Harbor.
• Civilian volunteers used the tower as a lookout point to watch for ships and submarines during World War II. 
• Students added the bell to the tower in 1940. They supposedly purchased it in Mexico, but rumor has it that the bell was stolen by a few less-than-saintly students. 
• Although the bell was still hanging in the tower, a digital system attached to four large speakers is what most recently chimed on the hour. This system was deactivated in the 1980’s.
• For decades, students often sneaked into the tower to write their name and class year on the inside walls. The tradition “officially” ended when the tower was closed in 2003.
• Students added the clock to the tower in 1957. It stopped working years ago. 
• The community strongly opposed the school district’s plan to demolish the tower. The new plan calls for an earthquake safe tower. The tower and the main original school building will be rebuilt as a replica.
• The tower withstood the major 1933 Long Beach earthquake and all subsequent earthquakes without a crack.
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A 1930 photo (left) of The Tower and Newport Harbor High School nearing completion.  Students are touring their future campus as the tower slowly rises.
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          In this haunting image from the cover of the 1970 NHHS Galleon yearbook, the student artist fortuitously created a tarot card depicting the fate of our school’s tower.  This is a common card in all Tarot decks, with a bolt of lightning striking and destroying an image of a tower.
