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The Smith Brothers in Bodega Bay

Stephen, Angelo, William Jr, Eli, Edward, Ernest
As one of the oldest families in America, the Smith Family legacy begins with the
native Coast Miwoks who inhabited this area some 12,000 years ago. Thought of
as friendly, peaceful, well-established hunter-gatherers that left spear heads,
acorn grinding holes, beautiful baskets, middens and other artifacts to tell us
their story, Coast Miwoks were first documented by English explorers in 1579 when
Sir Francis Drake landed on our shores. Here in Rancho Bodega, it is thought
that the Coast Miwoks inhabited the area south of Salmon Creek. They shared
the land north of Salmon Creek and south of the Russian River with the Kashaya
Pomo who lived north of the Russian River.
The First Settlers in Rancho Bodega came by Sea. A well-traveled ship master
for 30 years, Captain Stephen Smith was a Quaker and native of Dartmouth,
Massachusetts who first visited the Sonoma Coast in 1839 and 1841 as a trader.
He recognized the area as a source for lumber, food and leather for the small
but growing city. Bodega Bay became Captain Smith’s shipping port. His vessels
shipped passengers and goods from his Port in Bodega to San Francisco.
In this part of Alta California the Mexicans encouraged settlement by awarding
land grants called “ranchos.” At age 57, Stephen Smith proposed to the Mexican
Governor that he construct a saw mill, become a Catholic and marry into a
prominent Spanish Family so that he could qualify and be awarded a land grant. He
married 16-year-old Manuela Torres, the educated daughter of wealthy Peruvian
aristocrats. In 1844 he was granted “Rancho Bodega” a land grant that stretched
55 square miles along the Pacific Coast from today’s southern border of Sonoma
County at the Estero Americano, north to the Russian River.
The Matriarch of this branch of the Smith Family was Tsupu, a Coast Miwok
woman. In 1843 the year before receiving his land grant, Captain Stephen Smith
and Tsupu had a son William (Bill) Smith. Bill, a Miwok, first married another
Miwok, Walla Walla, who died young. In 1876, he married Rosalie Charles and they
had 12 children. In the early 1900’s with the help of his large Bodega Miwok family,
Bill Smith founded the commercial fishing industry in Bodega Bay.
Language: Members of the Smith family, Sarah, Eileen, Rose and Maggie were
the last to speak the Miwok language. Russian words had been incorporated into
the language, but it was rarely spoken because there was a bounty for catching
Native Americans speaking their native language.
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Discrimination: Names were changed to protect the innocent Native Americans.
Tsupu, the known matriarch was also known as Maria Checka. Being given an
English name helped protect the family and allowed them to own land, particularly
another half-brother Tom Smith. They were fisherman and sold fish in Santa Rosa.
They started in a small boat and grew the fleet to two larger boats. Angelo sold
crab, Eli, who died in 1968, was considered to be the smart one. He didn’t do the
fishing, he sold the fish on West A and Fourth Streets in Santa Rosa.
The day of the 1906 earthquake the ocean was dead calm, like a lake. Then the
water started bubbling and up came the fish. A great catch! But when they went
to San Francisco to the port, the family was waiting to escape. They sailed up the
Sacramento River to Pittsburg where they still live today. There is a Miwok tale
that William’s half-brother Tom Smith was mad that day and did a dance – then
the earthquake happened!
Sarah Smith was a sweet midwife with a special touch who always found a kind
word to say about even the most despicable characters. But the whites often
didn’t want the only midwife for miles. Many in the family were talented artists.
Clarence and Angelo painted. Sarah painted several pictures of Bodega Bay.
They embroidered too. They were happy in beautiful Bodega Bay!
Smith Brothers fishing on
one of their boats
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William Smith

born: 1843 Bodega, California, died: 9 Nov 1936 Bodega, California, buried:
Sebastopol California, married: Rosalie Charles 1876 Bodega California, children:
Separiano (died young), Stephen 1877, Angelo 1879, Sarah 1881, Margaret 1883,
William 1889, Eli 1891, Rosalie 1893, Edward 1895, Aileen 1898, Ernest 1900

Stephen Smith

born: 5 Mar 1877 California, died: 5 Dec 1961 Sonoma County California, buried:
Sebastopol California, married1: Mary Antone, married2: Lucy Ann Lorinto

Angelo William Smith

born: 4 Aug 1879 Healdsburg California, died: 10 Apr 1963 Monterey California,
buried: Sebastopol California, married: Katherine Frescia 1902 Sonoma County
California (she was born: 1885 California, died: 1948 Sonoma County California)

Sarah Smith

born: 15 Nov 1881 Bodega Bay, California, died: 6 Mar 1978 Santa Rosa, California,
married1: Burdit Williams (he was born: 1874), married2: Howard Ballard (he was
born: 1878)

Margaret Smith

born: 3 Jan 1883 Bodega Bay, California, died: 15 Sep 1973 San Francisco
California, married: Marc Buvelot (he was born: 1866 Switzerland)

William Smith Jr.

born: 4 Mar 1889 Bodega Bay, California, died: 8 Mar 1969 Bodega Bay,
California, buried: Sebastopol, Sonoma California

Eli Smith

born: 4 May 1891 Bodega Bay, California, died: 27 Jun 1968 Santa Rosa, California,
married: Josephine Frescia (she was born: 1890)

Rosalie Smith

born: 28 Apr 1893 California, died: Mar 1978 Bodega Bay, California, married1:
Edward Philbook, married2: Martin Coady, married3: Robert Frescia

Edward Smith

born: 22 Jul 1895 Bodega Bay, California, died: 4 Jul 1975 Sonoma County
California

Aileen Smith

born: 2 Jan 1898 California, died: 16 Feb 1987 Monterey California, married:
Theodore Hall (he was born: 1888)

Young Ernest Smith

born: 4 Feb 1900 Healdsburg, California, died: 9 Jan 1969 Santa Rosa California,
married: Ida Phillips (she was born: 1904, died: 2006)
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Eddy Smith, Bill Orr, Harold Ames & William Smith Jr.
Back row:
Angelo,
Young Ernest,
Stephen, on
right: William
Smith Jr.
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A brief history of the Fishing Industry in Bodega Bay
It all began with the Smith family, descendants of Capt. Stephen Smith, the 1840’s
grantee of the Bodega Rancho and their Coast Miwok mother named Tsupu (also
known as Maria Checka). Captain Smith’s and Tsupu’s son William (Bill) Smith was
born in 1843. He married Rosalie Charles and they had 12 children.
By the turn of the 20th century William Smith was fishing from small boats off the sand
spit now known as Doran Beach. He sold his catch from a truck at his small fish market
on the 300th block of Santa Rosa’s Fourth Street. In 1919, Williams six sons, the “Smith
Brothers” bought the first drag boats into the Bay and contracted to sell fish in San
Francisco establishing themselves as the first true commercial fishermen in Bodega Bay.
It was in August 1844 when Captain Stephen Smith successfully petitioned the
Mexican Governor of California, Manuel Micheltorena to grant him 35,487 acres of
land. Captain Smith purchased the buildings from John Sutter, who had purchased
Fort Ross from the Russians. Smith’s Bodega Rancho stretched from the Russian
River along the coast south to Estero Americano. Captain Smith owned a small vessel
called the Fayaway, which he sailed between the Port of Bodega and San Francisco. In
1849 the passenger fare was $14. Bodega Bay was Smith’s shipping port which helped
develop the area into a commercial fishing port.
In the early 1900’s with the help of his Coast Miwok family, William Smith founded the
commercial fishing industry in Bodega Bay. William Smith purchased land along the
bay from the Doran’s for a place for his fishing business and home. The family home
was located where the Bodega Coast Inn now stands, next to the post office.
Their business lasted until the early 1970s. The Smith Brothers wharf and warehouse
was the first in Bodega Bay. Smith Brothers Road is named in honor of the brothers.
The Smith Brothers wharf was where the Bodega Harbour Yacht Club is currently
located diagonally across from the Bodega Bay Post Office.
For years Bill Smith continued selling his catch in Sonoma County making a fair living for
his family. As his children reached maturity they too became involved in the business.
In 1911 five of the Smith brothers went to fish in Alaska. In just one season they earned
enough to buy two 50-foot trawlers from the Boat Works in Sausalito, named Smith
Brothers #1 and #2. The brothers began selling their catch at the fish market they
operated on Fourth Street in Santa Rosa.
Salmon Discovered. It was sometime around the “Great War” World War I when Bill’s
sons discovered large runs of salmon at Bodega Bay. Up until then salmon fishing was
farther north at Fort Bragg but during the war fisherman were too short-handed to
go that far. Discovering salmon caused a tremendous surge of fishing in Bodega Bay.
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Sometime before 1927 the Smith Brothers Fishery was incorporated with five of the
working brothers. The port was more mud flat than water. There was no real town
just a community known simply as Bay with a schoolhouse and a few houses. By the
1930s the Smith brothers had the largest fleet in the bay and were doing business
with Paladini, the San Francisco fish firm. The Smith Brothers’ fleet would take fifty
or seventy boxes of salmon or bottom fish per day. After more than 70 years as a
fisherman Bill Smith passed away on November 9, 1936.
The business Bill started prospered and his sons continued running the Smith Brothers
Fishery. Bill Smith Jr. recalled the “old days” when the brothers were just boys and
their father started the commercial fishing industry. He said that his family had been
fishing in Bodega Bay “almost ever since there’s been a bay here.” Adding “There’s a
lot more to commercial fishing than just going out with an empty boat and coming back
with one filled with fish or crabs. There’s a lot of work bringing it to the table.”
The “golden age of the fishing industry begins.” The 1940’s were when Dungeness
crab became part of the fishery. Although the Smith family had netted crabs in the
bay and ocean for years, the crab industry was really born during World War II. The
early 1940s brought forth quick freezing techniques. Changes in technology turned
the crab industry into a new line of work for fishermen and women. By 1943, “the fishing
industry at Bodega Bay had shore-side installations valued at $230,000 and locally
owned boats valued in excess of half a million dollars.”
During the Second World War, commercial boats were exempt from fuel rationing.
Glenice Ames Carpenter wrote “During this time, the fishing boats were engaged in
catching soup fin sharks because their liver was valuable for vitamins. Catching sharks
for livers brought a boom to Bodega Bay’s fishing industry.” But when synthetic
vitamins began to be commercially produced, “Many fishermen were left with a shed full
of nets and nothing to fish.” Earl Carpenter fished for a half a century from Bodega
Bay. Earl said “The Smith brothers made enough money from shark fishing to build
their wharf.” The fleet numbered about a dozen when the Carpenters arrived in 1942
and increased with the dredging of the channel in the early 1940’s, when the “golden
age of the fishing industry began.”
The Smith Brothers Fishery continued with the five Smith brothers. When two of the
brothers passed away the Fishery closed in 1963. The three remaining brothers fished
until 1970 or so. The Golden Age of Commercial fishing was over. Unfortunately salmon
fishing took a turn for the worse in 1989 when human alteration and damage to streams
and rivers where Coho salmon spawn took its toll on the fish population. This turn of
events sent many a fisherman looking for other employment while those that remained
looked for short-term relief and long-term solutions. In the spring of 1995, Salmon
fishing prospects began to look good again, but the previous few years tempered
the optimism with caution. It recognized that the health of the fishing industry is too
fragile to take for granted.
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Members of the well-known Smith family of fishermen, harvesting oysters
in Tomales Bay, circa 1917. The Marconi Wireless Telegraph Company is just
visible in the distance at left.

Six Brothers Five Sisters
Two of the Smith brothers’ boats were named Six Brothers and Five Sisters,
in honor of the eleven children of Bill and Rosalie Charles Smith.
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The Smith Brothers Fishery

Smith Brothers boat leaving the Bodega Bay Harbor.
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