The Story of Joe Giannini (1915-2009)
Joseph Giannini was born on July 28, 1915 in Portland Oregon in an Italian immigrant
family.1 His lifetime residency and contributions to Morro Bay came by chance. While on
a fishing expedition on the California coast, he discovered a fisherman, whose boat was
in distress. Giannini helped the fisherman by escorting them to the nearest harbor;
coincidentally, it was the Morro Bay harbor.2 Falling in love with the area, Giannini
decided to stay in Morro Bay for the rest of his life. Little did people know that this would
change the history and future of Morro Bay. Giannini played an active role in the fishing
industry, the preservation of Morro Rock and the city’s politics.
Some of Giannini’s greatest impacts were in the Morro Bay’s
commercial fishing industry. Its continuity today occurs in
part due to his actions. He solidified his role as a major
community activist by running his family-owned marine
supply shop for 46 years and building a strong political
presence. Not only did Giannini recognize and strive for the
improvement of the city, but he held this same faith among
community members. Jeremiah O’Brien, a former board
member of the Morro Bay Commercial Fishermen's
Organization, recalls a moment 26 years before, when he
was just starting out as a fisherman. Broke and lacking gear,
O’Brien went to Giannini’s Marine Supply Store. Giannini
declared with unwavering support, “It’s okay, you've got
unlimited credit here. Pay us when you can."3 This trust and
optimism in others served him well as an advocate in the
industry to preserve this way of life in Morro Bay. He
exemplifies the independence of being “captain of your own
ship” and acting for the needs of society.4
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transformation of a collection of fishermen’s shacks and vacation homes into the
registered city of Morro Bay.6 He later helped to stop the Army Corps of Engineers from
mining Morro Rock for road-fill in the early 60’s.7 This was before the city had registered
the rock as a historical landmark. The loss of Morro Bay’s iconic rock would have been
devastating to the community and without Giannini, the rock could have been
destroyed. In an interview with Slo Coast journalist Jack McCurdy, Giannini recalls his
conversation with the Army Corps Commander: "Morro Rock is being so defaced that it
is not going to be Morro Rock any more… there is only one Morro Rock."8 These events
were the key reasons why Giannini was later elected as the second mayor of Morro Bay
in 1968.9
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As a politician, Giannini was very well liked by the
people and always displayed an outspoken love
for the community of Morro Bay. He did his best to
make decisions with the citizens’ interests in mind.
One of Giannini accomplishments was proposing
and passing measure D in 1981.10 Measure D
was a piece of legislature meant to protect
commercial and recreational fishing in the town of
Morro Bay. More specifically, it set aside
waterfront property between Beach Street and
Target Rock for the purpose of serving or
facilitating non-commercial or commercial fishing
activities. Today, Giannini’s legacy lives on
through the fishing industry that remains.
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Once Giannini finished his career as a public servant, he continued serving his beloved
town of Morro Bay as a private citizen. Giannini was well known for his purchase of the
Morro Bay Sun newspaper because he wanted to give a balanced report of the town’s
issues. Giannini wrote about numerous issues facing the town including banning
vehicles from the beach, direct election of the mayor, and formation of the Coastal
Commission.12
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Although Giannini is no longer around today, the changes he implemented lead to
positive change in Morro Bay, and continue to impact the way of life of the people that
reside there today.
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