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MILES GAFFNEY

For four successive generations the name ‘Miles’ or 
‘Myles’ Gaffney has been passed on to a descendant 
of Bodega area pioneer Miles Michael Gaffney (1828-
1902) in either his direct or collateral line. I am the 
most recent recipient of this name and was quite 
young when I was fi rst told about his existence. Apart 
from having a framed photograph of him with an 
informative note on the back I had little knowledge of 
the rich history surrounding this man and his family 
until I made a recent journey to the Bodega area from 
my residence in Alberta, Canada.  RBHS archivist 
Robin Rudderow invited me to share something of my 
family’s connection to him and what I discovered. 

In 1849 Miles Michael and his immediate family left 
County Wicklow, Ireland during the famine and arrived 
in Philadelphia aboard the immigrant ship William 
Penn. Over time his parents and siblings settled 
relatively close to one another in Illinois, Minnesota and 
Iowa, but in 1852 Miles journeyed alone to California 
in pursuit of gold in Trinity County before making his 
way to Bodega Bay. By 1864 he had the resources to 
purchase a ranch on Bodega Head and appeared to make 
the most of his opportunities in life while engaging 
in the harsh realities of the gold rush and farming 
at that time as well as the raising of a large family.

Throughout my pilgrimage I wondered if Miles 
Michael was able to maintain a relationship with his 
family of origin. I discovered that in 1876 two of his 
fi rst cousins from Iowa left their family farm to work 
on his Bodega Head ranch for around three years and 
that they had an admiration for Miles Michael. In 1898 
his brother William from Minnesota visited him. Not 
surprisingly, he kept in touch with relatives and friends 
by means of letters, though there appear to be several 
gaps. The 1869 will of his father (who died in the same 
year) shows that his father did not know whether Miles 
Michael was alive or dead. A brief society note can be 
found in the July 26, 1892, Galena Gazette (Illinois) 
regarding his brother John receiving a letter from Miles 
Michael when he was living in Cloverdale, CA, where 
he then owned the Grand Hotel. The reason for this 
newspaper note was that “he had been given up for dead 
by all his relatives and acquaintances” as his letters had 
stopped coming and they were not able to determine 

where he was. This revealing note concludes by stating 
that his friends “in this country and elsewhere” will be 
happy to know that “he is still in the land of the living 
and enjoying health and prosperity.” 

Another way in which Miles Michael and his wife 
Catherine (Quinlan) kept up family connections 
was in their following of the conventional Irish 
naming pattern, a tradition which was widespread at 
the time among the Irish diaspora. In keeping with 
this convention, the Gaffney’s named their fi rst two 
sons and fi rst two daughters after their paternal and 
maternal grandfathers and grandmothers. Variations 
from it were often insignifi cant, though they are also 
regarded as a possible clue to family relationships. 
Instead of naming their third son after his father 
according to the convention, the Gaffney’s named 
him after Miles Michael’s brother, William Joseph 
Gaffney (my great-great grandfather) who farmed 
near Winona, Minnesota. Miles and Catherine then 
named their fourth son ‘Miles’ who died at the age of 
47, not leaving a family. Back in Minnesota, William 
was not able to return the favor of naming one of his 
sons after his brother ‘Miles’ since he only had one son 
whom he named ‘John’ according to the convention. 
John, however, did return the favor by naming his fi rst 
son ‘Myles.’ In turn his son and grandson were to be 
namesakes of one of Bodega’s early trailblazers. 
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