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New Anthology 
by Sunset Magazine’s Peter Fish
Experience California as seen through the eyes of forty-one 
writers spanning two centuries—from early adventurers to 
contemporary poets—in this long-awaited anthology.

Edited by Sunset Magazine’s Peter Fish, California’s Best: Two 
Centurires of Great Writing from the Golden State features fiction, 
nonfiction, and poetry, including Tobias Wolff’s short story 
“Desert Breakdown, 1968,” Joan Didion’s essay “Notes from a 
Native Daughter,” and a selection from Amy Tan’s Joy Luck Club. 

Excerpts from the works of Wallace Stegner, Jack London, John 
Muir, Mark Twain, and many others incorporate voices from the 
past. Contemporary writers include Robert Hass, Daniel Duane, 
Anne Lamott, and Tom McNeal.

Organized by geographic region, the thoughtfully chosen 
pieces in this unique collection create a fascinating portrait of 
California, from its mountains and valleys to the Pacific Coast, 
Bay Area, and Southern California.

California’s Best: Two Centuries of Great Writing from the Golden 
State is available at local bookstores and gift shops, through 
online retailers, or from Farcountry Press at 1.800.821.3874, 
www.farcountrypress.com.
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About the Editor
Peter Fish was born in Santa Barbara, California, and 
grew up in Ventura. He received a B.A. in history from 
Yale University, where he focused on the history of the 
American West. He was a Mirrielees Fellow in creative 
writing at Stanford University and a Hoyns Fellow in 
fiction at the University of Virginia. He has written and 
edited for Sunset Magazine for many years and is currently 
Sunset’s editor-at-large. He lives in San Francisco with his 
wife, Nancy, and son, Joseph.  

Praise for California’s Best :
“With this book, Peter Fish has managed to pull together 
famous and lesser-known writers from across the years 
and landscapes to create a picture of California that is 
both timeless and surprising. The strength of California’s 
Best is that it gives you a renewed appreciation for the 
magnetic pull this state has had over the people who have 
lived and written here. It’s a great read.” 

—Katie Tamony, Editor-in-Chief, Sunset Magazine

“Armchair travelers will find that California’s Best provides 
them with the services of an ideal tour guide. Peter 
Fish marshals sharp wisdom and deep knowledge to 
forge a book that offers a memorable journey through 
California’s extraordinary landscapes and histories. With 
each poem, memoir, short story, or essay, Fish steps aside 
to let a remarkable array of writers take over the tour. 
Readers will finish the journey not only with an enhanced 
appreciation for California but also with heightened 
powers of observation and reflection to bring to bear on 
every place they land.” 

—Patricia Nelson Limerick, author of Desert 
Passages and The Legacy of Conquest and native 
of Banning, California 

“Jack London, Wallace Stegner, Gary Snyder, John 
Steinbeck and Joan Didion, Mark Twain and Tobias 
Wolff, Robert Hass and so many excellent others—
California’s Best is a terrific regional anthology, elegantly 
organized, with brilliant selections. Don’t miss this one.” 

—William Kittredge, co-editor, with Annick 
Smith, of The Last Best Place

IntroductIon

• Peter Fish

IntroductIon

thIs Is a book of calIfornIa lIterature, but let’s start 
with a scene from california, the physical place. say you’ve taken a 
day trip out to santa cruz Island, off the southern california coast. 

after a few hours of looking for elephant seals, you head back toward santa
barbara harbor. from the boat’s deck you see the santa barbara channel, 
always choppier than you expect, and the spidery forms of the channel’s 
offshore oilrigs. ahead of you runs the white strip of sand that marks the 
shoreline, then the red roofs of santa barbara and the wall of mountains 
rising behind the city. 

Much about the view is modern: the oil platforms, the hobie cat
sailboats cutting across the waves in front of you, the buzz of traffic on us
101 as you near shore. but something essential is timeless: ocean, land, sky, 
sun. the sense, very strong here, of being someplace set apart. “In the first 
place, it was a beautiful day, and so warm that we had on straw hats, duck 
trowsers, and all the summer gear,” richard henry dana Jr. wrote when he 
arrived in January of 1835. 

dana had sailed here from boston, a harvard boy attempting to gain 
health and a little adventure by signing on as a common seaman aboard 
the brig Pilgrim. at times during the six-month voyage around cape horn, 
he must have thought he’d made a mistake. he was an ill-prepared sailor, 
and Pilgrim’s captain was brutal. there were floggings, and one man fell 
overboard and drowned. now, at last, after 150 days at sea, the Pilgrim’s 
sailors made their first california landfall. as they did, dana admired the 
beauty of santa barbara’s natural setting: “the town is certainly finely 
situated, with a bay in front, and an amphitheater of hills behind.” he
marked this new world’s distance from the world he knew. “Well, d----,” 
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the second mate called to him, “this does not look much like cambridge 
college, does it?” It did not. 

dana returned to boston and in 1840 published his Two Years Before 
the Mast, which became for most americans a first introduction to the 
distant, Mexican-ruled land that was california. dana went on to become 
an expert in maritime law and a diplomat. Yet at the end of his life he was 
said to regret that his youthful memoir of a voyage to california outshone 
all his other accomplishments. his regrets, too, hit on something essential 
about california: it has a way of putting other places in its shadow. 

In these pages you will find forty-one writers, starting with dana in mid-
nineteenth-century california and ending with Jenny Price in modern-day 
los angeles. they include poets and novelists and journalists. all but dana
were or are residents. one writer (Joaquin Miller) was convicted of being 
a horse thief. one was a nobel laureate (John steinbeck). Many are well 
known, and some are not but should be. 

the anthology is organized by region. california’s regions exert unusual 
power, which is why at various times citizens have tried to break up the 
state into smaller pieces: north and south, coast and inland. You can 
consider these movements hare-brained without denying that they’ve hit 
on an underlying truth. the california you experience in laguna beach is a 
world away from the one you see in lone Pine. berkeley exists in a different 
universe from alturas. the writing from each place is different, too. 

so we start with the Pacific, following dana to the santa barbara coast 
and Jack london across san francisco bay, riding with the indefatigable 
british traveler J. smeaton chase up through the Malibu that existed long 
before beach hotties and gazillion-dollar homes. then the mountains: the 
sierra nevada, limned in poetry by Gary snyder; the cascades, serenaded 
by Joaquin Miller; and san diego county’s cuyamacas, painted by rancher 
and writer Judy Van der Veer. the valleys: sacramento, san Joaquin, owens, 
and death. We finish with california’s two larger-than-life metropolitan 
areas: san francisco and the bay area—from bret harte’s ode to a san
francisco “indifferent to fate” to contemporary poet robert hass’s subtly 
uneasy berkeley—and los angeles and southern california. 

It is a lot of territory to cover—a lot of people, a lot of years. any 
anthology is subjective. You want to include everything but end up 
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from the grapes of wrath

• John Steinbeck

Selection from The Grapes of Wrath

The Truck Took The road and moved up the long hill, 
through the broken, rotten rock. The engine boiled very soon and 
Tom slowed down and took it easy. up the long slope, winding 

and twisting through dead country, burned white and gray, and no hint 
of life in it. once Tom stopped for a few moments to let the engine cool, 
and then he traveled on. They topped the pass while the sun was still up, 
and looked down on the desert—black cinder mountains in the distance, 
and the yellow sun reflected on the gray desert. The little starved bushes, 
sage and greasewood, threw bold shadows on the sand and bits of rock. 
The glaring sun was straight ahead. Tom held his hand before his eyes to 
see at all. They passed the crest and coasted down to cool the engine. They 
coasted down the long sweep to the floor of the desert, and the fan turned 
over to cool the water in the radiator. In the driver’s seat, Tom and al and 
Pa, and Winfield on Pa’s knee, looked into the bright descending sun, and 
their eyes were stony, and their brown faces were damp with perspiration. 
The burnt land and the black, cindery hills broke the even distance and 
made it terrible in the reddening light of the setting sun. 

al said, “Jesus, what a place. how’d you like to walk acrost her?” 
“People done it,” said Tom. “Lots a people done it; an’ if they could, we 

could.” 
“Lots must a died,” said al. 
“Well, we ain’t come out exac’ly clean.” 
al was silent for a while, and the reddening desert swept past. “Think 

we’ll ever see them Wilsons again?” al asked. 
Tom flicked his eyes down to the oil gauge. “I got a hunch nobody ain’t 

gonna see Mis’ Wilson for long. Jus’ a hunch I got.” 
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Winfield said, “Pa, I wanta get out.” 
Tom looked over at him. “Might’s well let ever’body out ’fore we settle 

down to drivin’ tonight.” he slowed the car and brought it to a stop. 
Winfield scrambled out and urinated at the side of the road. Tom leaned 
out. “anybody else?” 

“We’re holdin’ our water up here,” uncle John called. 
Pa said, “Winfiel’, you crawl up on top. You put my legs to sleep a-settin’ 

on ’em.” The little boy buttoned his overalls and obediently crawled up the 
back board and on his hands and knees crawled over Granma’s mattress 
and forward to ruthie. 

The truck moved on into the evening, and the edge of the sun struck 
the rough horizon and turned the desert red. 
ruthie said, “Wouldn’ leave you set up there, huh?” 
“I didn’ want to. It wasn’t so nice as here. couldn’ lie down.” 
“Well, don’ you bother me, a-squawkin’ an’ a-talkin’,” ruthie said,” 

“’cause I’m goin’ to sleep, an’ when I wake up, we gonna be there! ’cause
Tom said so! Gonna seem funny to see pretty country.” 

The sun went down and left a great halo in the sky. and it grew very 
dark under the tarpaulin, a long cave with light at each end—a flat triangle 
of light. 

connie and rose of Sharon leaned back against the cab, and the hot 
wind tumbling through the tent struck the backs of their heads, and the 
tarpaulin whipped and drummed above them. They spoke together in low 
tones, pitched to the drumming canvas, so that no one could hear them. 
When connie spoke he turned his head and spoke into her ear, and she did 
the same to him. She said, “Seems like we wasn’t never gonna do nothin’ 
but move. I’m so tar’d.” 

he turned his head to her ear. “Maybe in the mornin’. how’d you like to 
be alone now?” In the dusk his hand moved out and stroked her hip. 

She said, “don’t. You’ll make me crazy as a loon. don’t do that.” and she 
turned her head to hear his response. 

Maybe—when ever’body’s asleep.” 
“Maybe,” she said. “But wait till they get to sleep. You’ll make me crazy, 

an’ maybe they won’t get to sleep.” 
“I can’t hardly stop,” he said. 
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