





[image: Cover: More Than Any River by Victoria Tatum]








Praise for More Than Any River . . .


“The war for water has come to California’s Central Valley. When family farmers find themselves in a desperate battle against agribusiness moguls whose greed knows no bounds, the fight becomes about more than survival. In this gripping novel of loyalty, betrayal, and resilience, Victoria Tatum brings the land itself to vivid life as the most powerful character of all.”—Laura Davis, author of The Courage to Heal and The Burning Light of Two Stars


“As with any consequential novel that demands our attention, as this one does, this book highlights the cost of caring, and for that matter not caring, about the resources, natural and otherwise, that give value to our lives. If water makes our very life possible, so too, in a similar way, does reading Victoria Tatum’s More Than Any River.”—Joseph Di Prisco, author of My Last Resume and Subway to California


“If you like reading about people who live in interesting but unfamiliar places, you should enjoy this novel, one of lives flowing onwards, ever-changing like flowing rivers, but linked together, with people who see the Delta as home. It is a good read and can serve as a way to learn about the challenges of farming in the Delta and the importance of fishes in the management of the water that flows through it.”— Peter Moyle, Distinguished Professor Emeritus, Center for Watershed Sciences, University of California Davis


“Victoria Tatum’s rich novel, More Than Any River starts off as a low, even, and humming narrative of personal stories and grows into a rich fabric of land, river, and delta, wedded to the folks who work it and give it meaning. Like the tributaries that feed the immense Central California Sacramento River Delta, from Mendota Canal to the Friant-Kern Canal and Millerton Lake, we’re all connected.”—Joe Ortiz, author of The Village Baker and Pastina


“An important read for these times, when the world faces worsening flooding and drought at the very moment that reaching consensus has become harder than ever.”—Ellen Barker, author of the East of Troost series


“In the true center of the Golden State you’ll find not silicon nor movie stars but North America’s largest freshwater swamp, the California Delta. In More Than Any River, Victoria Tatum conjures a story as beautiful as the Delta’s islands, and as dark as the water at the bottom of its sloughs. This is a novel about the profound love for place and community that compels people to fight against the plans of the powerful.”—Joe Matthews, author of The California Crackup and journalist for the Zocalo Public Square and Democracy Local


“This is a story of people and place, revealing how water, history, and human lives are intertwined in ways that are rarely acknowledged but lived every day and carried across generations.


Reminiscent of the geographic immersion of Master Filmmaker Gianfranco Rosi, More Than Any River allows us to slow down and consider what is often overlooked, the systems that shape our lives, and the moral choices that determine who benefits and who bears the costs.”—Mark Manning, CEO of ConceptionMedia Films, Co-Founder ENGAGESTREAM


“More Than Any River is set in a California literary tradition that links history to place, and to watersheds, where human beings work, sweat, dream and die. Victoria Tatum has woven a mosaic that matches the land. It is a must read for anyone who loves California, where gold and greed played a critical role in its founding. But surrounding that history was water, and More Than Any River reminds us of that throughout.”—Geoffrey Dunn, author of The Lies of Sarah Palin
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For Bumps and Bea, Uncle Brud and Aunt Minnie, whose legacies live on in the Delta.









We came from the border


we go to the border


like our grandparents and our children


eating bread that the Devil kneaded


suffering this end of the world.


We are the border


more than any river and more


way more


than any bridge.


—from Sixty, by Fabian Severo


“In the West, it is said, water flows uphill toward money.”


—Marc Reisner, Cadillac Desert
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The day Eiji fell from the tractor and was crushed by his own machine, Kimiko blamed herself for not having been in the orchard to point out the rut.


“I was there,” Takashi told her, “and I didn’t see the rut.”


“Can’t be two places,” Kimiko said, more to herself than Takashi. When the accident happened, she’d left the orchard and had been inside making their lunch.


For weeks afterward, Japanese neighbors and friends came to the house and set dishes on the counter. Asparagus that the Issei, first-generation Japanese, had planted themselves, simmered in fish broth, and a pot of short ribs cooked until tender, with potatoes pulled from the dirt. Mixed into those dishes was the unspoken understanding that farming was dreams realized, hard work, and peril all in one, like nori rolled around sticky rice and sweetened with sesame.


Eiji’s neighbor Wes showed up with a dish of noodles. “Your father,” he said to Takashi, “was happy on Joseph Island.”


Takashi nodded. Eiji had escaped war in his own country and then the hard labor of Hawaiian pineapple plantations for an existence coaxing life from the delta soil. That soil had been nourished by water that flowed from the northeastern corner of California, where the Pit River formed the headwaters of the Sacramento. By the time it passed through the far reaches of the Cascade Range, the McCloud River, along with snowmelt and volcanic springs, swelled the Sacramento. It moved through the northern valley in a series of pools and riffles deep enough for a drift boat and wide enough for the cast of three or four fishermen if their skiffs were lined from bank to bank. Cottonwood and willow hung over the banks, the native pink-striped rainbow trout hiding in their shadows.


As the Sacramento wound through the valley, other rivers fed by snowmelt from the Sierra Nevada dropped in to join it. This made fertile ground for rice and alfalfa growing tall in the spring, for olives and stone fruit ripening in the heat of summer.


Out of the Southern Sierra the San Joaquin flowed north. It was joined by the rivers flowing from the gold country that provided rich ground for heat-seeking crops like almonds and peaches, raisins and grapes. The two rivers running the length of the great Central Valley met in a meandering delta at the mouth of the San Francisco Bay.


At one time the Maidu, Wintun, and other native tribes populated the Sacramento Valley, living near the streams where fish were plentiful and antelope, tule elk, and deer came to drink. In the winter when the river flooded, creating a rich marshland of tules, the Native people retreated inland. Their lives ebbed and flowed with the river.


From the beginning the white settlers were different. They tried without succeeding to tame the Sacramento. Large-scale mining dumped vast amounts of gravel and sand into the rivers feeding into the lower Sacramento. When the Sacramento River flooded, fertile delta farmlands were buried under sand. The sand raised the riverbeds so drastically that they were soon higher than the islands, and every time the settlers built up the levees, a raging river tore through them.


That was how Eiji Kimura found his land, a hundred flooded acres in what the Japanese called Kawashimo, or “down river,” leased from a white banker in the north delta town of Stanton. Eiji’s friends told him rice would be good on an island that might flood again, but Eiji began with fifty acres of potatoes and onions that fattened underground, beans that grew tall on bamboo poles, and fruit trees that blossomed in spring. He saw the bounty and the work that took him from his knees in the soil to a ladder among the trees as being the finest expression of his own name, which meant prosperity and peace.


Eiji’s friend leased another hundred acres next door from the same banker and planted asparagus, which with the high water table didn’t need to be irrigated. The tules and cattails that grew on those boggy islands turned to peat when they died, and asparagus thrived in the airy soil. When Eiji drove high up on the levee road, he looked down at his friend’s fields and saw the crew, mostly Filipinos, with straw hats pulled down over their heads, bandanas covering their faces, and pants tucked into their boots to keep peat dust from lodging in their socks, their hair, their eyes and throats. On land used to grow food, there was always a downside.


Wes was the banker who’d leased Eiji and his friend their land, and as he set the dish of noodles on the counter he said quietly to Takashi, “You’re in charge of the farm now.”


Takashi swallowed his tears and tried to summon the pride he felt at carrying on his father’s legacy. After the funeral at the temple, he and his sisters, along with their mother, buried Eiji on the farm. Eiji had planted a garden of morning glories, asters, and marigolds at the edge of his cherry orchard, and they made his grave there, using stones from the river levee and a headstone with his name—peace and prosperity—carved in Japanese letters.


Sadness lingered like the musky smell of marigolds and flowed with the river washing against the levee. But they got up every morning, pulled up potatoes and onions, and hacked at the weeds the same way they had when Eiji was alive. And they went to family picnics, where Eiji’s friends remembered him with comforting stories.


It was when Takashi saw Keiko at a picnic that he was carried back to the stories their fathers had shared of their labor on a pineapple plantation. Grabbing a little bucket of Brooks cherries he’d picked himself, he walked over and offered her the bucket. And although they’d played together in a gaggle of children and flung themselves down with plates of food at many a picnic, that day when Keiko accepted the cherries he could taste their dark sweetness as if he were biting into one himself.


“My father wants me to get an education so I can do more than labor. But your cherries are delicious, so how can picking be bad?” She tilted her head as if she were teasing, the same way she had when they were nine years old.


“Neither picking nor an education is bad,” Takashi said.


“Next year,” Keiko said, spitting a cherry seed into her palm, “I transfer from junior college to Chico.” But instead, that December their parents’ native country would bomb the Honolulu harbor and President Roosevelt would order all Japanese Americans into internment camps.


The weekend after the picnic, though, Takashi picked up Keiko in the truck and drove her along the levee road where wood ducks perched in the willows, and down into the orchard he hoped would dazzle her.


As he turned off the engine he was thinking about how his father’s trees were watered with the snowmelt from a volcano in the lower reaches of the Cascade Range, and once in the upper limits of that range, farmers had crossed two varieties of cherry to produce the Rainier, named after the volcano they could see from their valley. But that seemed too much to explain, and instead he got lost in a description of the genetic phenomenon that had produced the golden cherry from two dark ones.


Keiko wore a straw hat with a wide brim she pulled down to shade her eyes, and when he looked up she was laughing.


“Sorry,” he said. “Too technical.”


“Not at all. Life is a mystery,” she said, holding his gaze, and it was Takashi who ended up being dazzled.


He started the truck engine, and in that moment the world spread before them like a road running alongside the trees thick with leaves.


The following winter, she and Takashi were stuffing their family’s prized belongings into the Buddhist temple, stacking furniture to the ceiling, when they said their goodbyes. But Takashi didn’t have time to wallow in his sorrow, because when he returned to the house he found his mother wrapped in a blanket, her breathing labored. One of his sisters held her while the other wiped the sweat from her forehead.


Kimiko spoke and her son moved close. “Your father built up this farm from fifty . . .” She stopped, took a breath. “. . . to a hundred acres. Not leaving home.”


Later, when Takashi told his own children Kimiko’s story, he would say she died of a broken heart, after war on one continent took away her first home and war on a new continent took away her second. Takashi and his sisters buried her next to Eiji, near the asters and the morning glories with their bright green leaves and purple flutes she had tended alongside her husband.


With the Buddhist temple filled to the ceiling and most of their friends already departed to internment camps, there was no funeral. But as evening shadows fell on the grave where Takashi and his sisters were tossing the last shovelful of dirt, Wes walked up still wearing his suit from work.


“I’ll watch over Kimura Farm while you’re gone,” he said, and Takashi could taste the dish he had set on the counter after Eiji died, noodles and green beans made slippery and salty with butter. Not better than the noodles Takashi was used to, just different, the kindness offered by a neighbor.


War that had stolen their friends and the dignity of a proper funeral for Kimiko would now separate their family, as Takashi’s bus was bound for the Tulare Basin at the southern end of the valley, while Keiko and his sisters were headed north toward the state line. The only recourse any of them had was what the son of Eiji’s asparagus-growing neighbor had come up with as they were packing their furniture into the temple.


He’d leaned in close and whispered, “Bring seeds.”


As able-bodied men during a labor shortage, he and Takashi were being sent to the cotton fields of Tulare, and their sisters sewed beans and marigold seeds into the hems of their coats.


Packed in with the other sweaty young men, Takashi looked out the window of the bus that rolled into a dusty camp. There were creases between his eyes but determination in the set of his jaw. He felt a heaviness come over him unlike even the grief of losing his father and mother, and he stepped from the bus into air as thick as the hyacinth that would one day choke the shores of the delta he called home.
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Using a piece of broken pipe to pound the hard-packed earth between the barracks and then break up the chunks into soft ground, Takashi pushed in his beans. Next to the beans he spread the marigold seeds and covered them with a thin layer of dirt. He was sprinkling water on his seeds with a coffee can when his neighbor from home picked up the broken pipe and started breaking up the ground next to Takashi’s. Once he’d prepared the soil, he dropped in the seeds from the hem of his own coat. Then a man they had never seen before picked up the broken pipe. By summer there were vegetable and flower gardens growing on what was otherwise desolate space.


Like those who came before them, Takashi and his Nisei, or second generation, were gifted at coaxing flowers and plants from the ground, even ground less forgiving than the delta soil, and their captors took notice. An army general called Takashi into his office, a boxy wooden structure that was hotter even than the barracks. But unlike the barracks stuffed with bunk beds, the general’s office was nearly empty. In the middle of the space sat a desk, and on a table against the wall rested a coffeemaker holding a drained pot of coffee.


“What messages are you sending with your plants?” the general asked from behind the desk, sweat dripping from his neck onto the collar of his tight, starched uniform.


Takashi blinked.


“You people,” he said, which Takashi surmised meant his Japanese friends since the general was white, “arrange your crops to send secret messages to Japanese airmen.”


Takashi shook his head. “We’re just growing vegetables.”


“Where’d you get the seeds?”


That question cornered him, since what few vegetables were served in camp were canned.


“Tear them out,” the general said.


Every time Takashi passed the ground where their plants and flowers lay uprooted, wilted and browning in the sun, he was reminded of the fear that motivated the general’s suspicions. From Eiji’s youth in Japan to the scope of the war that captured his son, there was no time or place Takashi knew of exempt from such fear. Fear that followed a line of immigrants through the Central Valley and said if they looked or talked differently from you and they had something you needed, they might take it from you. If on the other hand you kept them ignorant and wanting, the ignorance of your own white skin prevailed.


Takashi and his fellow prisoners had been uprooted, like the plants the general forced them to tear out, from the homes Eiji and his Issei generation had made for them. The land beyond the guard towers stretched flat to the horizon, and Takashi longed for the Sacramento Valley nestled between the Coast Range and the Sierra Nevada. Every morning they were taken by bus to Tulare landholder Lon Smith’s vast empire of cotton on the other side of camp. Picking cotton was harder than any of the work they had done growing up, the endless, dusty rows with nowhere to hide from the sun, the sharp prongs that pricked fingers reaching inside the boll, the canvas sack some managed to fill with five hundred pounds but Takashi never was able to fill with half that.


Before the internment camps brought fresh labor, young people had left the fields for cities in order to avoid the work of picking cotton. Yet Takashi appreciated getting outside the confines of camp with its tasteless food, crowded barracks, and overflowing toilets. Hacking at Johnson grass transported him back to his delta farm. And in the end it was the cotton that released him from the internment camp, when a machine replaced the workers, its pipe like the trunk of an elephant sucking cotton into the belly of the beast. Then prisoners like Takashi and his neighbor, who had Wes to sponsor them, were allowed to return to their fields in the north.


Takashi’s and his neighbor’s acres were the only Japanese farms protected during the war. Most of their friends would return from internment camps to crops that had been destroyed by night riders carrying torches and guns, the temple holding their families’ possessions burned to the ground.


There were cries of surprise and anger from Takashi and his fellow prisoners when the bus rolled up to the burned-down temple in Stanton. A hand-painted sign planted in the ashes read NO JAPS YOU RATS. In camp each of the captives had been given a number, and when Takashi read the crudely painted sign, it felt as if a night rider’s torch had burned the number on his chest.


By reducing to ashes what to Eiji and his generation was sacred, the night riders had trampled the Buddhist bow of humility and respect. Takashi and his friend averted their eyes and walked straight to the bank where, through the window, they saw Wes rise from his desk. In a moment their fathers’ landlord was at the door, holding the lease to his land, which had been locked in the safe. Unable to find the words to properly thank him, Takashi bowed, aware that Wes had never once trampled on that gesture of respect.


In the fields, Takashi’s potato plants had flowered, wilted, and died. The vines wrapped around bean poles had turned to sticks, and pears had dropped and shriveled on the ground. But there were potatoes popping out of the dirt, the trees were standing, and three years’ worth of weeds were green from Wes’s watering.


Takashi was cutting the last of what he’d taken to calling the war weeds the day the United States dropped the bomb on Hiroshima. When he saw the pictures in the newspaper, the pain ran so deep he abandoned his work, went out into the cherry orchard, and sat under a tree near his parents’ graves. Knots in the trunk of the tree dug into his spine, the ground beneath him was hard, and ants crawled up his arms. He was thirsty and hot and longed for a bowl of rice, but still he sat.


It seemed to Takashi that war was about the soil under our feet and the promises we made to those we loved. The delta might someday reclaim its sinking lands, but until then Takashi promised to tend with every muscle in his body the orchards and fields his parents had planted. It was August and the sun didn’t go down until late, but only when it grew dark did he get up and return to the house.


The pain he felt for a Japan no longer his father’s stayed with him, like the knots from the tree his back had absorbed. Knots he kneaded with the heel of his hand at night, each day of work bleeding into the next. The letters his sisters wrote from Tule Lake lay open on the kitchen table, like the hands he would clasp when they emerged from the bus. Because the devastating bomb is what ended the war and brought his sisters and Keiko back to him.


Tears streaming down his face, Takashi let go of his sisters and grabbed Keiko. Keiko with the searching eyes, the press of the lips that said, I will not tell you what I have seen. During the next year, while she fulfilled her dream of finishing college at Chico, Keiko and Takashi spent weekends helping the community rebuild the temple.


After she and Takashi were married there, and they streamed out of the temple with family and friends, Keiko stopped and put her hands on a set of columns. “We are strong,” she whispered to her husband, and Takashi leaned a hand on one of the columns to steady himself. Which was why they gave their children, who were born American citizens, American names.


“That means,” Takashi told Betty and John, “you are held to the same laws and privileges as anybody in this country. You belong.”
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Kimura Farm, Joseph Island


Eventually Takashi’s neighbor gave up growing the asparagus his father had planted. Asparagus pickers had to dig their knives down into the soil, cut each spear, and run to catch up with the tractor. It was hard work, and when the grandchildren of Eiji’s friend didn’t want to do it anymore and moved on, Wes leased the land to the Sutton family who planted olive trees.


By the time Takashi’s son John was born, the grizzly bears and tule elk had been hunted to extinction, but he lay in bed at night listening to the hooting of owls and the high-pitched bark of coyotes. And when he was a grown man deep into the work of helping his father on the farm, Fish and Wildlife reintroduced the elk to the island named Grizzly, and they nosed across the Montezuma Slough, antlers branching out behind them.


Since their grizzly predators were gone, the elk population was kept in check by hunters, and the farmers John knew couldn’t wait to take their rifles to the nuisance deer growing fat on Delta corn and Takashi’s pears. While imprisoned in the camp, Takashi had never had to use a gun. The new neighbors who’d planted olive trees had a son, Eric, who was John’s age, and when they were grown Eric taught him to use a rifle.


But for John, the early morning walk to the orchard was one he dreaded. Each time a bullet entered the warm flesh of the deer, it felt like taking the bullet himself, and John was sure he didn’t have the authority to kill the deer. Except that Eiji had planted those trees and it was up to John to protect them, just as Eric protected his. One day the two sons would fight together for Joseph Island. In the meantime Eric stuffed his own freezer with venison because his neighbor didn’t care for it.


When John saw the bees drawn to Takashi’s flower garden, he stacked white boxes housing the honeybees in his orchards to pollinate the blossoms. While commercial hives collecting from vast acres of a single crop lost their queen within a handful of months, on Kimura Farm, with its variety of crops and hedgerows of flowers, the honeybees thrived.


John’s father worked alongside him, and stopped for good only when his body wouldn’t allow him to pull weeds or dig with a shovel anymore. Then in the cooler evening hours, John took him out in the truck, and Takashi kept a conversation going from the passenger seat while his son repaired a sprinkler or pruned a tree. He was eighty-seven when it became difficult to get into the truck even with John’s help.


One evening, watching his son attach a pipe to an irrigation hose, Takashi remarked, “Always running to catch up, aren’t we?”


“And we never do,” John said.


“How many summers did we leave fruit we didn’t have the hands to pick?” his father asked.


“More than I can count.”


“And more fruit doesn’t always mean more profit,” Takashi said.


He seemed to be going back through the years like the stack of bills they sifted through to identify the ones that couldn’t wait.


John searched for anger in his father’s face but saw none, only contentment. When Takashi died peacefully in his sleep that night, John wondered if he had orchestrated the conversation knowing it would be their last.


By then Keiko was having trouble remembering things. One April night not long after Takashi died, John fell exhausted into bed, only to be awakened by the sound of the front door opening, and his mother’s shuffling feet.


“Mom?”


The door slammed.


He jumped out of bed, threw on a pair of pants and ran outside. In the faint light of a quarter moon, he saw the outline of his mother walking toward the orchard. Even without his glasses, he could see the slight puff of her nightgown each time she took a step.


“Mom!” he called, stubbing his toe on a rock.


“Betty’s climbing trees for pears again,” she said. “We have to get her down.”


Having learned in the previous turbulent months not to startle her, John caught up to her and took her shoulders gently between his hands.


“Mom,” he said, just above a whisper, “Betty’s grown up now. She’s married and living in Japan.” He hadn’t yet learned what to let go when it came to his mother’s memory.


Keiko looked alarmed by what he said but let him steer her back to the house where he tucked her into bed. He left the door to both their rooms open, getting up several times in the night to check on her.


A few nights after that she wandered into the orchard again, and John steered her back home. Lying wide awake, he did a quick inventory of their savings, which were not nearly enough for round-the-clock in-home care. A couple of mornings later, he abandoned the plowing and the fence repair and drove with his mother first to Stockton, then to the town two ferry rides over. He told her they were looking at homes where she could live safely without wandering out at night and getting hurt.


The pale walls and creamed-corn smell of the nursing homes depressed him. In one, neglect throbbed from the scuffed-up floors that needed mopping, and Keiko became agitated. John rushed her outside, but she wept in the car, and he told himself he’d find a way to pay for in-home care.


He’d saved the nursing home in Stanton for last. Eric, who had an aunt living there, spoke highly of it, and John was holding out hope. And by some miracle, the nursing home closest to Kimura Farm turned out to be the most welcoming, with decent-looking food and two or three gardens where residents walked or parked their wheelchairs in the sun. For the first time that day, Keiko relaxed.


“What do you think?” he asked her.


“I like the garden,” she said.


“Me too.”


Three sleep-deprived months later, John moved Keiko into the nursing home in Stanton, where he went to see her every night after dinner. Often when she saw him she looked scared, but his visits seemed to calm her and he always stayed until she fell asleep.


Returning to an empty house, John admitted to himself that he’d like to share his life, as his grandfather had with Kimiko and his father with Keiko. He told Eric, who had the same compact build he did, thick brown hair, and mischievous eyes. Eric had gotten married and was raising a family while tending the olive orchards.


“Come to dinner,” Eric said. What was unusual wasn’t the dinner invitation but the fact that he invited his daughter’s science teacher Benji.


“You a matchmaker now?” John asked, when the night of the dinner he and Eric ducked into the kitchen to grab a beer. But he realized he couldn’t wait to talk with the teacher, who smiled at him when they returned to the living room.


“Is Eric’s daughter the worst behaved in class?” he asked.


“Not at all,” Benji said. “She’s delightful.”


John looked around for Eric’s children.


“They’re upstairs doing their homework,” Eric said.


“Because they’re delightful?” John asked, and Benji’s laugh was like a drone catching the queen mid-flight.


“Eric says you grew up on the farm next door,” she said, and John found himself telling her about Takashi and the life he built for himself after the war. At dinner when she described her students, her eyes glittered like sun on the water, and her hair would not be contained by the tie she wore loosely at her back.


“I love teaching science to students who live near one of the most threatened estuaries,” she said. “Even my boyfriend, who’s in Seattle, couldn’t keep me from taking this job.”


Hearing the word “boyfriend,” John told himself it wouldn’t have worked anyway. Benji was fifteen years younger than he was.


Then Eric phoned him. “Her boyfriend’s not following her from Seattle,” he said.


“So?”


“So she’s available.”


“She’s too young.”


“She likes you,” Eric said, and invited them to dinner again.


John always repaid Eric and his wife by doing the dishes, and this time their hosts retreated to the living room while Benji appeared next to him with a dishtowel. As he handed her a wet pan, he silently chided himself for the thrill he felt at a moment of domestic bliss. After the dishes were done, she walked him to the door and stood outside with him.


“I know Eric told you my boyfriend’s not leaving Seattle,” she said.


He waited for her to tell him Eric was wrong, but she said nothing more. Before he could second-guess himself he leaned in and kissed her. He’d seen what happened when the honeybee queen died and the drones abandoned the hive in search of a new queen, swarming in a buzzing mass. That night at Eric’s, the hive had swarmed in search of a new queen and found her.


John was on the eve of his fiftieth birthday when the midwife handed him his daughter, and he turned to the window looking out on the orchard whose cherries his father had once used as way into a woman’s heart. By the time Alexis was born, Kimura Farm was threatened by more than deer and dwindling levees. Landowners to the south wanted the water that flowed past Joseph Island, and John and Eric would need to join forces against them, the same way a kind neighbor had once allied himself with Takashi.


“Kawashimo, downriver,” John whispered to the baby in his arms. “You will love living here.”


Takashi had always told him, “Only make a promise you can keep.” It was as much a promise as John could make to his daughter. Because if water tunnels were built under Joseph Island, no banker in Stanton would be able to save Kimura Farm.
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Hatfield, California


Around the time Takashi Kimura was born in 1914, Lon Smith bought fifty thousand acres in the Tulare Basin for a dollar an acre. The largest freshwater lake west of the Mississippi, the Tulare ebbed and flowed with the seasons, and was part of a network of wetlands spanning five hundred million acres. The Kings, Kern, Tule, and Kaweah Rivers flowed into the basin, but the ensuing lake was usually dry by September.


In the fields he drilled for oil, Lon planted cotton. Cotton took a lot of water and could be grown cheaper in his native Georgia where it rained all year, but southern farmers were paid not to grow it so western landowners like Lon could sell more.


Before his son Patrick convinced the Army Corps of Engineers to dam all four rivers and divert most of the water to Smith Farm, Lon corralled and hoarded as much as he could and in wet winters collected subsidies from the government for the crops he couldn’t grow in his flooded fields. He built a channel to divert water from its riparian owners on the Kings River and, after the stock market crash, increased his claim by buying that land from the same desperate farmers who’d gone belly up. By then Lon had enough money to buy two hundred fifty thousand acres in the Tehachapi Range, with a dream of growing houses on the land where he loosed twelve thousand head of cattle.


For Lon, Beth, and their young son Patrick, the Depression had few adverse effects beyond the fading life of their hometown, which had always shown signs of poverty even in the years it thrived. If anything Lon benefited during the war, with free labor from Takashi and his fellow prisoners.


Patrick was four and the sight of a jackrabbit wasn’t yet cause for him to reach for his shotgun when, walking down the road by the barn hand in hand with his mother, he spotted one loping out of the saltbush. The rabbit froze, its nose twitching. Patrick’s mother crouched down, and it turned and loped back into the saltbush.


The boy pointed as it disappeared.


“That’s a jackrabbit,” his mother said, and some days later presented him with a stuffed toy that had long grey ears. “Mr. Jack Rabbit,” she said. Beth’s eyes, like his own, were the very color of saltbush.


“Hello, Jack,” he said, turning over the stuffed toy to examine the stubby tail on its backside. “Do they really stand up like people do?”


She laughed. “No, that just makes it easier to hug.” And sure enough, by the time Patrick was nine, Jack was flattened from being hugged and slept on. And his friend Robert, already bullish with the body to match, spotted the stuffed animal on Patrick’s bed.


“What’s this?” his friend asked, holding it up by the ear.


Patrick grabbed the toy and threw it against the wall, eliciting roars of laughter from Robert, who picked it up and threw it harder. The boys collapsed on the floor, scrambling for the stuffed animal, and each time Patrick threw it he felt his own guts slam against the wall.


After his friend left he hid Jack in a box of outgrown clothes under his bed. Night after night he felt the stare of the black button eyes through the frayed trousers, the lid of the box, and the mattress. Then he forgot about the toy until his mother slid the box out from under the bed.


“May as well give away these clothes,” she said. “You’re not going to grow back into them.”


She pulled out Jack, holding him by the waist, not the ear as Robert had, and asked, “What shall we do with him?”


Patrick’s stomach flopped like Jack’s, folding under his mother’s soft grip. “I’m done with him.” He looked down at his sneakers where the rubber curled and peeled away from the canvas. Time for a new pair, Beth would say when she noticed.


She turned Jack over and examined the squashed tail. “He’s too worn to give away.”


“In the bin he goes,” Patrick said, grabbing the stuffed animal and heading outside. But when he lifted the lid off the trash can, he stood holding Jack, blubbering like a baby. Finally, wiping his nose on the sleeve of his sweatshirt, he dropped the stuffed animal in the can and clapped down the lid.


Returning to the house, he found his mother with the box on the living room floor, ducking her head into the clothes as he passed to preserve his dignity.


From then on his vision did not extend beyond the cans he knocked off the fence behind the house with his father’s .22. The buckling fence was already the relic of another era, Lon’s crop an endless line of white-speckled green stretching beyond it all the way to the horizon.


Patrick was eleven when his father invited him to tag along deer hunting on the Tehachapi ranch, waking him at three in the morning for the long drive south. The sun was just rising when they parked the car and tromped across a rugged hillside. Seventy thousand acres of cotton left little on which to rest the eyes, and Patrick was captivated by the tall black oaks, the red-tailed hawks circling in a pale blue sky. The October air was sweet with the smell of grass, sunbaked and brittle, of mud crusted over and flaking, and Patrick heard the whistle of a hawk in a distant black oak whose leaves had turned yellow.


Carrying a knapsack with their lunch, gun pointed at the ground, Lon wandered the paths deer had cut across the hillside, and his son followed. When they didn’t spot a single deer before lunch they settled on a patch of rocks jutting out of the grass and ate hunks of salami Lon cut off with a buck knife, hoping to procure his own trophy antlers like the ones that adorned the handle of the knife.



OEBPS/images/Wilson_map1.jpg
7

v 3
O
\ \\‘ /) o5 pie
€A
s el / pye.
\ \U L. Shasta /j\f
\ \‘/_/,\/-, L. Alman&‘”’\\‘

O@e}f(/‘ ,//\/f’\\ﬁ

N
SN,
S F‘rémet‘lcaﬁl 2
7 LA
2 (

Lakebed "~—
\

PACHIRIC
OCEAN






OEBPS/images/Wilson_map3.jpg
“Stanton”
John Kimura
Marie

Santa Cruz S\ Millerton /
Nora (= Lake
Evan \ A
it "Orange Grove”
Lawrence Scheffield

PACIFIC [V

OCEAN

-OBakersfield
O Tehachapi






OEBPS/images/Wilson_map2.jpg
California
Aqueduct

PACHIRIC
OCEAN

Delta-Mendota . f
Canal "N

San Luis Canal

. i
/San Luis*DféEri \'\h/j
Delta-Mendota .
Canal -~ -

California
Aqueduct

Friant-Kern
Canal

0 Bakersfield

California
Aqueduct






OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
MORE THAN ANY RIVER

SHE WRITES PRESS





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Map



		Sacramento River



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3









		Kings River



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5









		Monterey Bay



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8









		Sacramento River



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16









		San Joaquin River



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18









		Sacramento River



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28









		Kings River



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31









		San Joaquin River



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33









		Sacramento River



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42



		Chapter 43









		Sources



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Looking for your next great read?











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Sacramento River



		Chapter 1



		Acknowledgments



		Start of Content











Pagebreaks of the Print Version





		Cover Page



		i



		ii



		v



		vi



		vii



		ix



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		1



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		21



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		37



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		59



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		129



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		255



		256



		257



		258












OEBPS/images/Wilson_map4.jpg
]
-

Sutter Sio,,

(
A\

Grtzzly
Island

O “Bradley”







OEBPS/images/9798896360315.jpg
MORE THAN ANY RIVER











