STORY BY VIOLETA GONZÁLEZ SANTOS • ILLUSTRATIONS BY OLIVIA WISE
Ohlone Consultants: Kanyon “Coyote Woman” Sayers-Roods, Corrina Gould, Deja Gould, Cheyenne Gould, & Ruth Orta

LAND ACKNOWLEDGMENT - RHEEM CREEK
The Rheem Creek project partners acknowledge that all restoration work in the Rheem Creek watershed takes
place on occupied Indigenous territory of Chochenyo-speaking Ohlone people, who have continuously lived upon this
land since time immemorial. We also acknowledge Indigenous people from other geographic areas who have been
displaced from their traditional homelands because of past or present day colonial systems of oppression, including
federal relocation policies, who have joined and/or assimilated with the Ohlone people on their traditional homelands.
Today, there are several active community groups that have Indigenous ancestry to this territory, which include:
Confederated Villages of Lisjan, Him•re-n of Ohlone, Bay Miwok, and Plains Miwok and Muwekma Ohlone Tribe. These
communities work tirelessly to cultivate culture, rebuild language and heal connections with natural and cultural
resources. The Rheem Creek partners are committed to actively educating ourselves about the history of these people
and these lands, and we encourage everyone in the community to join us in continuing to learn.
The work to restore the function of Rheem Creek is largely based on the needs of the community, who are
impacted by creek flooding every year. This is the current-day context of Rheem Creek, but going back in time, the
context shifts: Before 1899, there was no creek and 100 years before that there was no urbanization. What was once
just a floodplain, full of habitat and people rejoicing in the water, is now something completely different. The work
to restore the creek is to pull some resemblance from the past, to celebrate water and biodiversity and acknowledge
that water is not to blame for the destruction of homes, but rather colonization and urbanization are. In California
especially, rainwater must be honored and kept clean so it can bring life. We hope a restored creek will do just that. We
owe much gratitude for perspective and relationship to nature to the past and present original stewards of this area.
This storybook is one step toward remembering, honoring and acknowledging the history and contemporary
context of Rheem Creek and the people we know today as the Ohlone Community. Ohlone peoples are depicted in both
a historical and present-day context in this storybook to emphasize that Indigenous people are still here and part of
the community, that Indigenous people don’t only wear regalia and/or other traditional clothing, and to challenge
countless other misconceptions in our society. Beyond this territory acknowledgment and storybook, we pledge to work
toward dismantling colonialism through highlighting the presence and perspective of present-day Ohlone community
members in our outreach and education, honoring Indigenous wisdom in our restoration strategy, and speaking the
original name of this place in the Chochenyo language: Huchiun.
Visit TheWatershedProject.org/RheemCreek to learn more about acorns, water, land stewardship, and more from
Ruth Orta (respected elder, Him•re-n of Ohlone, Bay Miwok, and Plains Miwok), and for links to learn more from each of
the Indigenous groups of the East Bay listed above.
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wise oak stood next to a creek.
His leafy branches moved gently
with the wind that came from the
mountains. He was an oak that
had seen a lot, having stood in this
place for hundreds of years. One day, the oak
noticed a new acorn that had appeared among
his branches. He found her, round and shiny,
peeking through the leaves. The acorn opened
her eyes, filled with expectation and questions.
“I want to know everything about the
world!” exclaimed the acorn as she moved the
whole branch with her enthusiasm.
“You know, Acorn,” said the oak with his
deep voice, “From when I was a small nut
until now, I have seen the world change a

lot. Only a few hundred years ago, Rheem
Creek, which we now stand next to, did not
even exist. Instead, this neighborhood was a
wide floodplain that received waters from the
nearby hills and San Pablo Creek. All of us who
lived here rejoiced whenever the rain brought
fresh, cool water to our home.”
“All kinds of animals and plants flourished
around me. Birds and squirrels scampered
among the acorns, tickled me, and told me
stories about other lands. Everything moved
and everything made noise: the buzzing insects,
the voices of Ohlone people singing in the
Chochenyo language, the footsteps of animals,
the dry leaves falling from my branches;
everything formed a symphony.”

A

s the acorn listened carefully to the
oak, she could hear the neighbor’s
car, and the children playing on
the patios. Everything seemed so
different now!
The oak continued, “As new people arrived
over the last three centuries, the neighborhood
grew, and the sounds around me changed. Cars
became louder than the songs of the birds,
few squirrels came to visit me, and the deer
stopped feeding on the floodplain.”
“Then, about 70 years ago, people wanted
to build homes on this floodplain. To make
the floodplain dry enough to live on, people
dug a ditch at the bottom of the hill so that
water would flow away from their homes and

towards the bay. They called this ditch Rheem
Creek, and both water and dirt, or sediment,
from the hills flowed down into it. All the
sediment from uphill development ended up
in the ditch and it began to clog Rheem Creek
and force the water out into neighbor’s yards
and the streets. Bushes and vines grew thick,
blocking the water, and made the problem
worse. That is why our human neighbors have
floods every year nowadays.”
The acorn was thinking about the children
playing in their yards, as she saw some dark
clouds looming in the distance - a storm,
perhaps? Will their houses be flooded again?
She wondered how people could again
welcome the rain without dreading the floods.

“But the fact that everything is different
doesn’t mean these changes are permanent,”
the oak said as if he could read the acorn’s
thoughts. “Time is cyclical, everything is in
motion and if the correct actions are taken,
the creek will be able to sustain life without
frequent floods. People created Rheem Creek,
and they can still make it a beautiful part of our
neighborhood with less flooding.”
“How?” said the acorn, intrigued.

“First, they must remove the sediment that
has built up in the creek over decades, so that
more of the water goes downstream and less
into neighbors’ yards and streets. Then they
can plant the creek with the same kinds of
trees and vegetation that used to grow here
and take care of them each year. These actions
will decrease the risk of flooding and the creek
will be a better place to live for everybody:
people, plants, and animals.”

M

y dream is that our whole
community can once
again value our creeks as
beautiful and important
places that sustain our
entire ecosystem, and that we see
animals returning and plants flourishing.
I wish that when our neighbors hear
the sound of flowing water, it gives
them a sense of peace and connection
with nature, not anxiety. I want to
see our human neighbors once again
become stewards of the watershed.”

“How exciting!” said the acorn as
she yawned inadvertently.
She felt sleepy and calm now
that she knew that everything could
become better. The oak saw her
sleepiness and brought his branches
closer, using his leaves as a curtain to
shield the sun from her eyes. As he
rocked her to sleep, he imagined how
someday the acorn would grow up
into a strong oak like himself, and
could tell others this story with a
joyful ending.

ABOUT THE RHEEM CREEK
WATERSHED RESTORATION PROJECT
The Watershed Project, American Rivers, the
City of Richmond, and Restoration Design Group
are working together, along with community
members and additional partners, to find a
solution to long-time flooding in the Rollingwood/
Fairmede neighborhood. We received a grant
from the California Coastal Conservancy to
determine the causes of the flooding and design a
solution.
Thanks to information gathered from
neighbors, along with a topographic survey
and sediment analysis, we have learned that
Rheem Creek is clogged with sediment and
invasive vegetation, blocking water from
flowing downstream and forcing it, instead,
into yards and streets. To address this problem,
we propose to excavate the channel, remove
the extra sediment, and replant it with native
trees and plants. Shade from the trees can help
prevent bushy plants like ivy and blackberry
from growing in the creek, keeping it open and
free to move floodwaters downstream rather
than into the street. If the project is successful,
we anticipate that the neighborhood flooding
that now occurs several times a year may only
occur once every five to ten years.
Collaboration between organizations,
government agencies, neighbors and community
members is essential to the project’s
success and the future of Rheem Creek.
We encourage you to find out more about
the project and how you can get involved at
TheWatershedProject.org/RheemCreek.
Special thanks to Rakefet Kasdin for a donation in
support of tribal consultation on this storybook.

