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Middle School and Watsonville
High School.
He went to Cabrillo College
then San Jose State University,
returning to his alma mater to
teach music in 1978.
Smith, 61, taught in the Pajaro Valley Unified School District
for 31 years, eventually becoming the district’s music director.
But he left the district in 2009
when the music program was
eliminated.
“I really hope that someday
the kids in the Pajaro Valley will
once again have an opportunity
to play music,” he said. “There is
a huge inventory of instruments
sitting and rotting away in the
school that is waiting for the
day the school board brings the
program back. I look forward to
that day.”
After his departure from
PVUSD, Smith continued teaching at Joseph George Middle
School, a Visual and Performing
Arts Anchor School in San Jose.
There, he teaches three bands,
choir and drum corps.
But Smith said he plans to
retire from teaching, too, citing
the 124-mile commute between
his home in Mountain Ranch
and San Jose, where he stays in
an apartment during the work
week.
His time with the band has
taken him to performances
across the U.S. and all over
Europe.
He was with the band when
it played for the pope and when
it did a two-hour Fourth of July
performance on the rear lawn of
the White House in 1996, after
which President Bill Clinton and
then Chief of Staff Leon Panetta
came to speak with them.
“That was the experience
of a lifetime,” he said. “For a
kid from Watsonville it was an
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Watsonville Community Band director Eugene Smith pulls Priscilla Garcia from the crowd to help direct the band during the
2006 Fourth of July parade in downtown Watsonville.
amazing experience.”
Traveling the world, Smith
said, afforded him opportunities
few people experience.
“These are dreams come
true,” he said. “I would have
never had the opportunity to do
those things had it not been for
Watsonville Community Band.”
Smith said he has enjoyed
seeing the band progress musically, and said he is excited
about seeing it under new lead-

ership.
“We’re well-positioned to
head through the rest of this
century,” he said.
Although he is officially retiring, Smith said he is keeping his
musical options open.
There are three community
bands within driving distance
from his home, and he is looking
into teaching opportunities, he
said.
“I’m sure there will be plenty

for me to do if I want to play or
wave a stick,” he said, referring
to the baton held by conductors.
But when he’s not pondering
music, he will be participating in
a rather unusual hobby —hitching his team of mules to a covered wagon and going on long
trips ranging from short hops
to cross-country treks such as
a recent trip over Sonora Pass.
“When you’re on the trail and
the mules are working, what

we experience is just the faintest echo of what the pioneers
experience,” he said.
Smith also plans on frequent trips to Watsonville,
where his 83-year-old mother
still lives.
Watsonville Community
Band, with its distinctive greenand-yellow uniforms, got its
start in 1947 when high school
students founded the volunteer
group.

Dan Young, who taught music at Pajaro Valley High School
until the program ended, said
he has known Smith since they
were Boy Scouts.
“He inspired a lot of kids to
go on to music and music education,” he said.
Watsonville Community
Band member Merrie Ann Turner said the announcement of his
retirement came as somewhat
of a shock.
“All at once we’re saying
goodbye to someone who’s
stood up in front of us for
years,” she said.
“He’s really intertwined his
life around promoting the band
and giving his all, and we are so
sorry to lose him.”
Bass clarinet player Louise
Viales, who has been with the
band for 53 years, said she was
disappointed.
“We all hoped he would be
with the band for a lot longer,”
she said.
Viales, who sits on the board
tasked with finding a replacement, said the assignment is a
daunting one.
“It’s a real concern,” she
said. “Someone can’t just step
in and take over a community
band without a lot of communication with the previous
director.”
She explained that the varying personalities of the huge
band — and the fact that none
of the members are professionals — require a unique type of
leader.
“Eugene was very good, and
very sensitive,” Viales said. “He
has really followed the traditions of the band and followed
the previous conductors in their
footsteps very nicely.”
Tom Mitchell, a 45-year member, said Smith “has a great feel”
for band music.
“This is going to be a big
loss,” Mitchell said. “He is a
band person 24 hours a day,
seven days a week. “I sure hate
to lose that.”
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The eagle has landed
A female bald eagle perches on a nest atop a eucalyptus tree Saturday evening at Pinto
Lake. A pair of the eagles recently arrived in the area and set about building a nest. The
majestic birds are the national bird and a symbol of America. In the late 20th century
the bald eagle was on the brink of extinction in the continental U.S. while flourishing
elsewhere. Since their numbers have gradually increased, they were removed from the
endangered species list in 1995. A mature bald eagle typically has an 80-inch wingspan.
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prowess.
“It takes a lot of work and
time to get something to work
right,” he said. “But it is worth
it, because it’s the only opportunity that I have to work on
these types of projects.”
Yescas focused on the robotic sumo-wrestler challenge,
which requires competitors to
push each other out of a ring.
The robot is a test of engineering design, as well as programming and strategy.
“The robot took months to
complete, but it was able to do
its job and win,” Yescas said.
Alianza Charter School
eighth-grader Isaac Veal said
the stick bridge that he and
partner Oscar Serrano built
withstood more than 1,000

pounds of pressure, far surpassing standards in the competition.
“I got the design from a
model I saw in the regional
competition,” Veal said. “We
changed our design a little bit
and it worked out really good.”
The MESA judges were
impressed by what they saw
Saturday. Out of all the things
these kids might be doing on a
warm afternoon, they choose
to spend it testing their mechanical contraptions.
“The kids like the challenge.
They enjoy working on their
projects,” said Norm Ploss,
a retired civil engineer and
MESA judge. “They learn skills
that apply to school.”
Edgar Garcia, a Watsonville
High School senior, believes
that participating in these competitions has led him to pursue
further academic interests in
the fields of mathematics and

science.
“I’ve competed for over five
years and learned not only to
design but to construct bridges
and windmills. The things that
I have learned I think will help
me when I start college,” Garcia said.
Garcia competed in the
MESA “Civil Structures” challenge, which requires contestants to design and construct a
model balsa wood bridge that
would carry a maximum load
while using as little wood as
possible, stressing neatness,
craftsmanship and creativity.
Jason Antaya, an English
teacher at East Lake Middle
School in Watsonville, said he
believes the program helps
students who would otherwise
struggle in school.
“It provides a safe environment for the children. Most importantly, it gives the students
confidence,” Antaya said.

