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Note: this piece is part of a series of essays I wrote after visiting every  
county in California in 2016 while I worked as a scheduler for now-  
Senator Kamala D. Harris. I was searching for what Californians share  
in common.  
Souls: 21,424  
Size: 1,151 sq mi  
Median income: $56,472/yr  
County Name’s Origin: from the original Rancho Colus land grant  
from Mexico.  
Sense of scale: Colusa County is a little under the square milage of  
Yosemite National Park.  
Visited: 7/23-24/16 
 
There are grasshoppers singing behind me. Under rushing freeway sounds I hear the 

susurration of the river as I sit in my tent in the Colusa/Sacramento River State 
Recreation Area. 

It is hot this late at night, a clinging, sticking, stinking hot. The river brings the heat 
and it keeps it. The river brings fecundity to the farms and bugs to hook themselves to the 
outside netting of my $35 tent. The river feeds everything that breathes here, 25 miles 
north of Sacramento and a decade behind Silicon Valley. 

The river begins its flow in towns that brag about having the only traffic signal in 
their county, where people leave their cars running and unlocked. It ends tangled in roots 
of farmers’ pomegranate trees or mingling with the red hairs of their beets. Very little of 
the river makes it to Baja or to the open ocean, but here, beside my campground, it flows 
wide. 

Driving north to Colusa County from my job in San Francisco, I had known these 2 
nights sleeping on the ground would be the best rest I’d get before a tough week began. 
On the drive up, I’d seen 3 signs with “Texas” on them: gas stations, off-ramps, coffee 
shops. 

The Central Valley is full of people who fled the other, arid-but-irrigated parts of 
America. I can see how people who grew up beside the Mississippi would feel 
comfortable beside this other great American river. After the 20 mile/20 minute drive 
from the highway to this campsite, with hail of grey flies pointalistically filming my 
windshield, and the sun highlighting the low, rolling hills that sang out our river’s power, 
I can understand how the smell of this water would remind emigrants of their river home. 

I wear my bias bleeding on my sleeve, but California more so than any other state is a 
state of immigrants. New York claims the title in the light of their single, shining, 
multiethnic mega-city. But meander 20 minutes out of Albany and try to find people who 
don’t claim generations of connection to the land beneath their feet. Florida boasts about 
their diversity, and to be fair, shelters generations of immigrants from the Caribbean and 



elsewhere. But stray outside of Miami or Orlando and you’ll find yourself wrapped up in 
the same ancestral South that cloaks the end-tails of the Mississippi Delta. 

I’ve never swum in the Mississippi. I saw it through the window of an Amtrak train 
from Chicago to LA on a summer my mother decided to prove to my brother and I that 
America was made up of more than airports connected by clouds. My mom grew up 
driving to revival meetings and to see family in the low, deep mountains of Tennessee 
and to Civil War battlegrounds. She wanted us—within the vagaries of custody 
arrangements and encroaching school schedules—to see America for what she is.  

The day I saw the Mississippi, it was deep and wide, muddy brown. Huckleberry Finn 
tells us it is cold and roiling. Most people compare it to the Jordan River, because they’ve 
never seen the Jordan River. Twice in the past four years I have stepped into the Jordan 
River, once from the Jordan side and once from the Israeli side. I have let my feet grow 
numb with the coldness of it, heard the prayers of the pilgrims in white sheets and 
bargain Target sheath dresses as they bowed under. 

Unlike the Sacramento or Mississippi, the Jordan River is about 20 feet across. It’s 
about the depth and swiftness of San Franciscito creek in Palo Alto, which flooded-out 
my family in the El Niño rains of 1996. When the creek rose, it took our tax returns, the 
bottoms of our cabinets, the boxes of my mechanic grandfather’s tools. The water’s 
scummy top gave my father, who’d walked through it, rashes for months and left a slime 
on our bookcases. No one who lives beside a river forgets that it can take back anything it 
gives.  

For all it is narrow and creeping, the Jordan remains a touchstone river as the source 
and site of one of the big life-rituals of Christianity—baptism. Its power came first from 
its life-saving role in a desert, not from its inherent majesty. It’s fame comes from the 
holy men and women who sought it and those who tell their stories. I knew more about 
the Jordan River growing up than rivers I’d actually swum in because of the dozens of the 
hymns I sang about as a child. From those songs, I knew it was a river that was the border 
between life and death, pain and freedom, and it was wide, brown, and welcoming. The 
thing is, as I realized when I first saw the river, none of those things are true of the 
Jordan. But they are true of the Mississippi. The songs we sing about the Jordan were 
most often written by African American people living near the Mississippi or who were 
kidnapped from beside the great rivers of Africa. People came together to sing about a 
river that formed a border they wish to cross, a border made clearer by its distance. The 
river Jordan from gospel songs was dividing a place most singers have never been, with 
freedoms and peace they’d rarely experienced waiting on the other side. No wonder they 
gifted that Middle Eastern river with Midwestern characteristics. 

Unlike the Jordan, the Sacramento is deep and wide, its size and swiftness improved 
by not flowing through a desert from its source. The Sacramento River is one of the two 
great water-shapers of our state (the other being the Pacific Ocean). California’s spine is 
made up of Mission churches from San Diego to Sonoma and the Sacramento River from 
Colusa nearly to Oregon. The Sacramento River provides the shapes of most of the 
counties which touch it and a livelihood to the half-million farm workers who pull food 
out of trees and from the ground. The Central Valley that the Sacramento helped form is 
filled with people whose people fled the dustbowl, following those who fled wars 
Europeans started and followed by people fleeing wars the United States started. 



I camped that night beside the Sacramento in my Iron Man singlet and blue running 
shorts to escape the summer heat, staring up at star-speckled sky through my tent’s 
mosquito-laden mesh and avoiding spraying sprinklers that left dark star-shapes in the 
wide campground lawn. The smell's common to all rivers and the sound's common to 
those warm enough to host bugs followed me to sleep. I would wake to the dawn to the 
dual sounds of that part of California: the lowing of cattle and the hiss-pop of fighter jets 
flying out of Travis Air Force base. 

I would walk down to the river that morning, through long, trailing canopies of wild 
grapes. I would touch the water, feel its wet unchanging, all-changing-ness on my 
fingertips, and think about the distant rivers people call home. 
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