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Chapter 2:  Temescal Creek: A Brook in the City

Temescal Creek is the longest of twenty-one creeks draining the west side of the Coast 

Ranges on San Francisco Bay’s eastern shore (Hope 1946; Noble 1970) in the vicinity of 

the cities of Oakland, Berkeley, and Emeryville (see Figure 2).  In terms of hydrology, 

Temescal Creek is the drainage channel that emerges in the modern-day Montclair part of 

Oakland, picks up Caldecott Creek, Vicente Creek, and Claremont Creek1, and flows 

through north Oakland and the City of Emeryville to the San Francisco Bay.  The 

watershed is about six square miles total, with 2.5 square miles of it occurring above 

Lake Temescal (East Bay Regional Park District 1992) (see Figures 3 and 4).  About one 

half of the 3900-acre drainage basin lies in the hilly area, with average slopes at 49 

percent, and a peak elevation of around 1400 feet (Bissell and Karn 1972).  There are 

approximately three linear miles of channel above the lake and four miles below it to 

carry water across the floodplain to the Bay (East Bay Regional Park District 1992).  The 

native soil type is generally a clay loam; the substrate of the creek bed is alluvial 

sediments carried by the creek from the sedimentary rocks of the East Bay Hills (East 

Bay Regional Park District 1992).

 The creek descends from the hills until, like many creeks in the Oakland-Berkeley 

Hills, it reaches the Hayward fault, where it abruptly veers off at a right angle, to the 

northeast, for a bit over a mile (see Figure 2).  Here, where Caldecott Creek joined 

Temescal Creek, a sag pond formed, which is a low depression stretched between two 

1 Named on some maps Tunnel Branch, Grandview Branch, and Harwood Creek, respectively. 
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strands of a geologic fault. Taking advantage of this natural depression, a reservoir was 

constructed in 1868 as a water supply source for the fledgling community of Oakland 

below it, today known as Lake Temescal.  To provide the needed clay for an earthen 

dam, hydraulic cannons used in the mining operations of the Sierra Nevada Range 

scoured the adjacent hillsides.  The Hayward Fault, one of the most active in the Bay 

Area today, runs directly under the lake and the dam. 

NBerkeley 

Emeryville 

Oakland

Figure 2: Temescal Creek “Line A” culverts in the East Bay, with Lake Temescal (center right) and 
the San Francisco Bay (left).  The Hayward Fault scar is visible on the right.  The Potemkin Creek 

area is within the center box.  Source: California Spatial Information Library 2008. 
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Figure 3: Hydrologic Map of Temescal Watershed.  Source: Alameda County Flood Control and 
Water Conservation District, Line A Archives.

After leaving the lake, Temescal Creek continues its descent to the Bay plain.

The other major tributary of Temescal Creek is Claremont Creek, joining the creek 

shortly downstream from where its slope relaxes as it enters the gently sloping plain, 

around present-day Claremont and Telegraph Avenues.  From there the creek probably 

tended to form an alluvial fan and the creek channel was probably less permanent.  

Traces of some original creek channels can still be seen in the lines of trees – alamedas in 

Spanish – that spread east-west along the floodplain in the East Bay. 
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Figure 4: The Temescal Creek Watershed. Source: Alameda County Flood Control and Water 
Conservation District, Line A Archives. 

Mean annual precipitation in the upper watershed is about 24 inches per year, 90 

percent falling in the wet half year between November and April (East Bay Regional Park 

District 1993).  However, California’s annual precipitation is highly variable.  

Historically, there may have been stream flow all year (Bissell and Karn 1972).  This 

does not necessarily assure that the stream was always perennial.  Some modern 

measurements put the dry-season stream flow at 0.1 cubic feet per second (Rowley 

2003).  Most of the sediment transport and deposition would have happened during the 
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wet season.  Flooding on Temescal Creek was never unusual.  Permanent structures on 

the floodplain are a modern addition (Bagwell 1982).   

The Pre-Anglo Historic Creek 

The Temescal Creek watershed has known a series of human populations.  

Throughout, the values and economic systems of the inhabitants underlie the ways the 

creek was used and altered.  Long before there was a Potemkin Creek, the drainage 

network had been incorporated into the local economy and culture in one way or another.  

The Huichan tribe of the Ohlone family of Native Americans had inhabited the 

watershed for possibly thousands of years prior to Spanish conquest.  There are a few 

accounts of how the indigenous Huichan, a member of the Ohlone family of tribes, lived 

in the Temescal Creek watershed, utilizing the bounty of the environment.  Their 

economy was neither accumulative, nor dispossessive; the benefits of the creek were used 

directly rather than indirectly for trade.  There was ample hunting, fishing, and gathering.  

The Huichan also utilized vegetation for building materials and left impressive shell-

mounds – waste heaps of shells from harvested shellfish – at the outfall tidal marsh of 

Temescal Creek.  The sheer bulk of such shell-mounds is an indication of how plentiful 

natural resources were for the native inhabitants.  They did not resist the local 

characteristics of the hydrologic cycle, as their supplanters would, which in this summer-

dry Mediterranean climate caused winter floods on the lowlands of the watershed 

(Temescal History Project 1998). 
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Ohlone settlements in the floodplain of Temescal Creek featured a ritualistic 

structure, a temescal (see Figure 5) on high ground near the present-day intersection of 

51st St. and Telegraph Avenue: 

On its banks near the present junction of Claremont Avenue with Telegraph Avenue was 
a large Indian village, with one solid structure of sturdy poles made air-tight by thick 
slabs of mud.  In it some 50 Indians danced around a roaring fire until nearly dead from 
heat and their exertions when the door was opened and the exhausted patients of 
primitive medicine allowed to dive into the cold waters of the creek.  That was the Indian 
sweat house – the “temescal.” (Hope 1947) 

Figure 5: Native American temescal, early Nineteenth Century drawing.  Source: Bagwell 1982:8. 

The name temescal was given by Spanish settlers to the structures and the creek in 

the 1830s (Bagwell 1992)2.  It is an Aztec word brought north from Central Mexico.  The 

Ohlone established no permanent structures in the floodplain of the Creek, and probably 

did little to influence the channel shape besides alter sediment discharges slightly through 

2 The indigenous name for the sweatlodges and creek are not recorded.   
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application of fire.  The temescals probably had to be rebuilt every few years as 

occasional floods damaged them.   

Spanish explorers had reached the San Francisco Bay in the mid-1700s 

establishing the Mission of San Francisco in 1776 and the Mission of San Jose in 1797.

The shore opposite San Francisco (the contra costa, see Figure 6) was their hinterland, 

providing redwood for houses and grain for beef.  The Spanish encountered the Ohlone 

and their sweat lodges on the banks of the creek, and quickly set about naming things and 

making a permanent residence.  Spanish settlers used the creek in mostly the same ways 

as the Huichan.  Salmon and steelhead trout were abundant in the creek’s lower sections 

until well into the 20th century (Hope 1947), although apparently as early as 1875 

salmonids struggled to get higher than Telegraph Avenue due to small dams (Wurm 

1991:2).

Productive lands were divided by the Spanish Crown into private domains as 

rewards for military service.  The Temescal watershed was included in a grant to Luis 

Maria Peralta in 1820, as part of the Rancho San Antonio that stretched from Cerrito 

Creek and Albany Hill (today called El Cerrito) to San Leandro Creek, and from the 

shore to the crest of the hills (Bagwell 1982:10).  Peralta later subdivided his holdings to 

his four sons and in 1842 bequeathed the tract that includes Temescal Creek to Vicente 

Peralta, whose name dots the landscape.   
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Figure 6: 1860s map showing Temescal Creek (above) and Lake Merritt.  Source: United States District 
Court 186-?.

In 1821 the State of Mexico won independence from Spain, and Alta California 

became a remote outpost of the fledgling nation.  Anglo settlers, coming over the 

mountains from the Eastern United States, also reached California in the 1820s.  Conflict 

resulted, and at the end of the Mexican-American War, in 1848, California became a 

territory of the United States, and achieved Statehood in 1850.  The gold rush precipitated 

accelerated immigration.  The rule by Mexico therefore was brief – by 1850 the East Bay 

was part of the United States and (primarily) Anglo squatters were able to acquire the 

Mexican rancheros. 
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Temescal Creek in the American Era 

The builders of San Francisco denuded the ridges, and the headwaters of the creeks, once 
sheltered and protected, were opened to the rays of parching sun.  (Hope 1947) 

During the century and a half after Statehood in 1850, the creek became 

incorporated into the productive economy of California.  The East Bay at first was still 

primarily a resource extraction region for San Francisco, offering lumber and agricultural 

products such as wheat, milk, and beef.  The waters of the creek, both the above- and 

below-ground flows, were rapidly incorporated into economic and development activity.  

“Brush and native perennials were replaced by annually harvested hay and grain, cattle 

fed off the grass, and farmers tilled the soil, extracting moisture in their crops.”  (Hope 

1947).  North Oakland featured breweries, tanneries, canneries, and lumber mills 

(Bagwell 1982:65-75) and dairies (Wurm 1991:6).  The Lusk Cannery (1868-1888) was 

built along the banks of the creek near where the temescal had stood, and a sixty-foot 

well was drilled to extract the groundwater for production and fire suppression; it was 

possibly the largest cannery in the world for a time (Mailman 2005:269, Bagwell 

1992:70).  After the cannery closed, around 1911, the well passed to the Independent 

Brewery (now a closed Safeway on Claremont Avenue).  An Anchor Steam Beer 

Brewery was at 49th St. and Shattuck Avenue, just off the creek (Bagwell 1992)3.  The 

first saw mill in the watershed was built during this time too.  Development of the 

watershed proceeded apace (see Figures 7 and 8). 

3 The connection to the modern brewery of the same name in San Francisco is unconfirmed.   
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Figure 7: Upper Temescal Watershed, 1878.  Potemkin Creek will appear at the far left of the 
drawing.  Source: East Bay Regional Park District 1993. 
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Figure 8: USGS map of lower Temescal Creek watershed, 1949.  Potemkin Creek will appear center 
right.  Source: United States Geological Survey 1949. 

Water supply systems first relied on private sector speculation (Elkind 1998). 

Anthony Chabot’s Contra Costa Water Company built Lake Temescal as a domestic 

supply and fire suppression source in 1868. By 1871, Lake Temescal couldn’t keep up 

with demand for water (Noble 1970).  Lake Temescal became half filled with sediment 

from construction projects by the end of the 19th Century, and the water quality and 

quantity became insufficient for the community that had grown large by relying on it 

(East Bay Regional Park District 1979).  Two other much larger reservoirs, Upper San 

Leandro and Chabot, were subsequently built in the East Bay Hills. 
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The California State Legislature approved the Municipal Utility District Act in 

1921, and two years later the East Bay Municipal Utility District was formed in parts of 

Alameda and Contra Costa Counties (Noble 1970).  The new agency set about buying up 

all the assets of numerous small private water companies.  In 1929, with massive public 

sector involvement, the waters of the Mokelumne River of the Sierra Nevada reached the 

East Bay via aqueducts (Elkind 1998).  This effectively outsourced many of Temescal 

Creek’s historic functions, such as domestic supply, fire suppression, and water for 

sewerage conveyance.  Just as cities grow by expanding their hinterland, the East Bay 

became lodged in a new scale of resource extraction.   

Local difficulties with hydrology developed.  The creek’s transformation from a 

necessity into a nuisance began.  After 1929, the entire watershed developed rapidly.

Drainage had been a challenge since the 1860s (Hope 1947), no doubt made more urgent 

with increased domestic water usage after 1929.  Homes encroached closer to the 

channel, restricting its natural inclination to adjust to changing sediment loads and flows.  

“As property values increased man [sic] encroached closer upon the creeks, finally 

bridged them over and built homes and business buildings and factories above them” 

(Hope 1947).  The upper half of the watershed has had major disturbances from two main 

activities: residential neighborhood development and construction of transportation 

networks.

As aerial photos from the first half of the 20th century show, the steep hill slopes 

of the upper Temescal watershed were not heavily developed for housing until after 
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WWII, possibly in conjunction with the national housing boom that saw a rapid increase 

in suburbanization.  Construction on the hillsides dislodged more sediment than would 

have occurred naturally; the lake acted as a large sedimentation pond.  When constructed, 

the dam stood 80 ft above the creek bed on the upstream side.  Within 40 years it was half 

that height (East Bay Regional Park District 1979), and dredging became necessary.  

Nonetheless, one-third of the watershed above the Lake remained undeveloped in 1982 

(East Bay Regional Park District 1992) (see Figure 9).  

Lake Temescal

Figure 9: Temescal Reservoir, 1940s.  Source: East Bay Regional Park District 1992. 
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Transportation networks also disrupted and transformed the upper half of the 

watershed (see Figure 10).  The Oakland and Antioch Eastern Railway, which served 

commuters between 1913 and 1942, paralleled the Hayward Fault along the Lake’s 

eastern shore (East Bay Regional Park District 1993); modern Highway 13 would later be 

built in this same right-of-way.  Privately built Tunnel Road and the Broadway Tunnel 

provided the primary access through the hills east to Contra Costa County.  In the 1930s 

the Caldecott Tunnel’s first two bores were constructed to replace the Broadway Tunnel, 

within the tributary watershed of Caldecott Creek.  The 1960s saw the construction of the 

Grove-Shafter Freeway (now Highway 24), which used the gentle slope of Temescal 

Creek as its path up the hills to the Caldecott Tunnel (Norman 2006:134), and the third 

bore of the Caldecott Tunnel was dug at this time.  The construction of the Caldecott 

Tunnels and Highways 13 and 24 would have produced large volumes of sediment before 

there were enough impervious surfaces to provide equally large increases in storm runoff, 

choking the creek. 
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Hwy 24 
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Figure 10: Location of upper Temescal watershed, with Highways 24 and 13 following Temescal 
Creek’s main channel.  Source: Sowers 2006. 

Urbanization and development affect the hydrology of small streams in significant 

ways.  Urbanizing streams consistently show increases in the volume of overland flow, 

magnitude of peak flows, and reduction in lag time to peak flow, as well as increased 

channel width and depth with decreased channel complexity (Walsh et al 2005).   

Impervious surfaces increase throughout the watershed by the addition of roads, 

buildings, and driveways.  The most significant effects are to increase runoff from 

precipitation and decrease the infiltration capacity of the ground surface.  Paving for 

streets increases the speed with which runoff accumulates in the creek’s channel and the 

volume of water that arrives as runoff rather than percolating into the soil, resulting in an 

increased flood potential in the creeks, even from relatively small storm events.  As small 
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tributaries are filled in and paved over, drainage density (stream length per catchment 

area) usually decreases, increasing runoff and decreasing lag time4 (Paul and Meyer 

2001).  Previously, precipitation was able to soak into the ground and become subsurface 

flow.  As impervious surface cover increases, infiltration capacity decreases, effectively 

switching the runoff to overland flow with a resulting increase in transport rates and loss 

of recharge to the watertable.  Fundamental processes are altered, vegetation may change 

dramatically, and the changes may be permanent (White and Greer 2004).   

Flooding of a larger magnitude is inevitable in a creek channel too small for the 

waters it receives and choked by sediment from construction or rubbish from the 

community.  When a storm event occurs, increased runoff causes flood magnitudes to 

increase.  On a storm hydrograph, lag time in the hydrograph is reduced and floods peak 

sooner, and that appears as a spike in the peak discharge.  Small floods in particular, 

those with high recurrence intervals, are impacted more by urbanization5 (Hollis 1975).  

Small storms, which previously may have produced no runoff whatsoever, can now 

create runoff, showing that urbanization can create entirely new peak runoff events.

Runoff can increase by greater than 200 percent when new impervious surface covers 

only 10 percent of the watershed, and dry-season runoff increases from landscape 

irrigation can change a stream from intermittent to perennial (White and Greer 2004). 

4 Mitigating this, road networks and road culverts acting as streambeds may increase the drainage density.  
The local increase or decrease would have to be measured for each situation, but in either case there will be 
an effect on flood velocity and lag time (Paul and Meyer 2001). 
5 Historically, large storm events caused catchments to become saturated and behave as an impervious 
surface, so there is no real increase in the effects once urbanization is the dominant land-use  (Hollis 1975). 
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Creeks in the East Bay began to be culverted in the 1940s, not just to pass under 

roadways, but also to control flooding and create land (Purcell et al 2002).  Temescal 

Creek though, “except for where it passed under streets and through some properties, 

remained open and in its natural streambed.  It also contained a good measure of wildness 

to which many, especially children, continued to be drawn.” (Norman 2006:132).   The 

open creek kept some land out of the speculative market for years until its value proved 

tremendous in later decades.  Finally though, Temescal Creek’s fate was the same as all 

the other East Bay creeks, and was culverted from Temescal Dam to 51st St. and 

Telegraph Avenue during the construction of the Grove-Shafter Freeway in the 1960s.

Jeff Norman, a Temescal neighborhood chronicler, argues that it was development that 

killed Temescal Creek - not the development on the west slope of the Coast Range, but 

that on the East.  The railroad, the Caldecott Tunnel, Highway 24, were all designed to 

bring people to and from growing Contra Costa County to the west side of the Coast 

Range and San Francisco (Norman 2006).  Perhaps it was these projects, spurred by 

development of the wide-open spaces of eastern Contra Costa County, and not the 

impoundment at Lake Temescal, economic activities like the Cannery, or the arrival of 

Mokelumne water, that really caused the severe stress on the watershed and the creek.

For Dave Hope (1947), author of a series called “Oakland’s Forgotten Creeks” in 

the Oakland Tribune (see Figure 11), Oakland’s creeks were already long forgotten 

“barriers to progress” rather than facilitators of economic growth, as they formerly had 

been.  “In the rush of progress the idyllic beauty of the water courses, their fish and game, 
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their overhanging tress and glower-decked banks, had to go” (Hope 1947).  Where 

Temescal Creek shows up on the United States Geological Survey map of 1915 

throughout its course, only some reaches are represented on the maps of 1942 and 1948.  

People began seeing the creek as a nuisance, and filled it with trash (Norman 2006).  One 

resident, living near a section culverted in the 1970s, recalled that “by the 1960s, 

Temescal Creek in the flatlands had become heavily eroded, squeezed by development, 

and often used as an illegal dumping ground” (Norman 2006:132).  However, “never let 

it be inferred that Oakland’s forgotten creeks gave up their identities without a struggle” 

(Hope 1947).  The creek’s inevitable response to these conditions was to rise up and 

flood in a historic event in 1962.

Figure 11: From Dave Hope's Forgotten Creeks series in the Oakland Tribune, showing readers 
where local creeks are.  Source: Hope 1947.
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The Flood 

Nature created a huge natural reservoir which released its moisture slowly, at consistent 
rate, throughout the year.  [Oakland’s creeks] hibernated in quiet through long summer 
months waiting patiently for the days when skies opened up and poured rain water into 
their channels.  Then they exacted heavy toll for the indignities they had suffered.  Today 
they rise in sudden turbulence, subside quickly, and become arid ravines within a few 
weeks after the rain ceases.  That, in not quite one century, is man’s handiwork. (Hope 
1947) 

On October 12 and 13, 1962, The Columbus Day Storm created large flood events 

throughout the San Francisco Bay Area and caused $4 Million in damages.  Many 

neighborhoods were transitioning into high impervious surface coverage while still 

maintaining open but channelized creeks with encroached private property.  “The area 

became a huge watershed of roofs and streets and sidewalks.  Rain that would have been 

absorbed ran quickly off impenetrable surfaces into the nearest creek bed.” (Hope 1947).

According to the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, by this time the 100-year flood plain of 

Temescal Creek would flood 650 acres, which was entirely built up with residential and 

commercial neighborhoods and streets (Bissell and Karn 1972).  After construction of the 

Grove Shafter Freeway, parts of Temescal Creek in Oakland were already culverted and 

stormwater was rushed out of those neighborhoods.  There was major flooding at several 

points of the lower reaches of Temescal Creek, especially in much of Emeryville (see 

Figure 12); some residences tumbled into the creek and many others were undermined 

(Bissell and Karn 1972:4).
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Figure 12: Temescal Creek at the time of the 1962 Flood.  The lower watershed was already highly 
developed.  Source: Alameda County Flood Control and Water Conservation District, Line A 

Archives.

Various factors would have contributed to the devastating floods of October 1962.

During the development of the watershed total annual runoff and flood magnitudes would 

have increased.  Temescal Creek watershed is a small basin and therefore highly 

susceptible to changes in precipitation rates or runoff volumes, and the hydrographs 

would likely have become flashier with urbanization (Booth 1991).  Historically, the 

heavy native clay soils and steep slopes probably produced overland flows, especially at 

the first autumn rains when the dry clay soil would have resisted wetting.  Impervious 

surfaces would also have delivered the runoff even faster.  Even a small storm could 

produce entirely new peak runoff events (Booth 1991).  Storm runoff was not the sole 

problem: rubbish choking the existing channel contributed to the flooding wherever the 

stream ran in undersized culverts under streets.
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Burying the Creek 

In the early 1960s, after I was grown up, there was a big flood.  Water came up to the 
platform in our back yard.  It brought all this silt, which we had to dig out.  The problems 
got worse from then on.  When the creek rose in the winter, it would fill with all this stuff 
and block the tunnels.  The creek would then back up, and everything else would get 
caught in it.  That was a big reason why they eventually covered the creek. - Marian Gatti 
(Norman 2006:138.) 

Residents and businesses owners in the flatland reaches lobbied their elected 

officials for protection in late 1962.  Ten weeks later, Zone 12 of the Alameda County 

Flood Control and Water Conservation District (Bissell and Karn 1972) was established, 

to manage creeks in Oakland and Emeryville (see Figure 13).  The result within a decade 

was the burial of most of the lower creek in Reinforced Concrete Box (RCB) culverts in 

two phases in the 1970s and 1980s.  The purpose of these culverts is to straighten 

channels and concentrate stormwater and move it through to the Bay as fast as possible.

Zone 12: Oakland 
and Emeryville

Figure 13: Alameda County Flood Control District Zones.  Source: Alameda County Flood Control 
and Water Conservation District 2008. 
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At first, neighbors were divided over this action, favoring varying amounts of 

culverting and of preserving the creek, at times along race, class, and generational lines, 

and different reaches of the creek saw different configurations of these social groups.

There were some generational differences, with younger people tending to favor leaving 

the creek open, though the older residents of the neighborhood were by no means unified.  

For example, older Italians of the Temescal Neighborhood often remembered free-

flowing creeks from their childhood, and wished to preserve some of that for future 

generations (Norman 2006). Property value arguments were used by both sides to 

support their case (Jeff Norman, personal communication).  Some claimed that current 

conditions of the creek invited crime; others were concerned that filling in the land would 

create greater access for burglars to the backs of homes (Bissell and Karn 1972:15).   

Opposition to culverting included arguments for maintaining the hydrologic 

functions of the creek in transporting and depositing sediment, habitat for salmonids, 

filtering urban pollutants, and maintaining ‘wildness’ in the city.  There were concerns 

that the flood risk would simply be moved downstream rather than eliminated, or that the 

culvert might not be designed to accommodate future peak flows created as development 

and impervious surface coverage increase, leading to new rounds of flooding.  

On the other hand, the Flood Control District argued that water arriving at the Bay 

would be cleaner if it were conveyed there in a culvert.  It also argued that it would 

reduce crime, by removing an eyesore from the neighborhood, eliminate unsanitary 
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conditions, and remove the safety hazard the open creek created (Bissell and Karn 1972).

Property owners would have access to the new rights-of-way created by the project.  The 

Environmental Impact Report (EIR) for the project (see Figure 14) devotes several pages 

to the impacts on property values from the proposed action and various alternatives.  

Temescal 
Creek / 
Potemkin 
Creek

Figure 14: Sections of Temescal Creek to be culverted in 1970s, including the future Potemkin Creek 
site. Source: Bissell and Karn 1972. 

Ultimately, the new Flood Control District prevailed, and the creek was culverted 

along most of its length: “The impact of the proposed work … will remove threat of 

financial and physical loss by the community.  Property values in the flood plain area will 

be removed from the depressing effects exerted by floods and erosion [and] will lead to 
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development of the land to desirable types of higher uses.”  (Bissell and Karn 1972:13).

However, the EIR also admitted that “once covered over the creek will be lost to any 

future generation that may wish to use it and benefit from it.  The ‘natural’ creek itself 

will be lost.” (Bissell and Karn 1972:19).  The action will be “irreversible” and the creek 

“irretrievable.” (Bissell and Karn 1972:21).

As for the other reaches of Temescal Creek that were culverted at this time (see 

Figure 15) the Oakland section between Grove Street and Adeline was culverted without 

major opposition or the inclusion of any public amenities in the 1980s.  Property owners 

were granted “condemnation easements” that allowed them to use the new land but not 

build on it, a fact that has repercussions decades later.  Lower down the creek, residents 

and the City of Emeryville did not want flow diverted above ground.  Instead a park was 

created between Adeline and San Pablo Avenues: Temescal Creek Park (see Figure 16).  

The culvert runs directly underneath the path, and the rushing creek can be heard through 

grates installed in the park.



37

Temescal 
Creek / 
Potemkin 
Creek

Figure 15: Sections of Temescal Creek to be culverted in 1980s.  Source: Alameda County Flood 
Control and Water Conservation District 1980. 

Figure 16: Temescal Creek Park, above the culvert in Emeryville, CA.  Photo by Alan Wiig. 



38

Re-creating Temescal Creek 

Over 140 years of anthropogenic modification has affected Temescal Creek’s 

hydrology, morphology, and riparian and aquatic habitat.  Over the past seven decades in 

particular, since regionalization of the water supply, Temescal Creek gradually 

disappeared from the landscape and from our consciousness; it was a casualty of the 

critical water resources conflict narrative described by Steinberg and Clark (1999).

Temescal Creek became a relic.  Linear corridors of tall eucalyptus trees – alamedas - are 

the most common visible legacy of the former creek channels on the landscape.  Major 

modifications include the impounding of water in the sag pond on the Hayward Fault, 

rapid urbanization, especially in the steep upper reaches, leading to increased 

sedimentation, and culverting to make way for freeways and development projects and 

for flood control.  Neglect by residents and their use of the creek channel as a dumping 

ground choked the creek; it became a worse flood hazard than it had been initially.  Lost 

from the original system are thousands of acres of riparian habitat, spawning salmon, 

floodplain capacity, and free flowing wildness.  It was never given the opportunity to 

establish equilibrium with its sudden new neighbor, urban development.  Blake 

Gumprecht says of another California urban stream “In effect, the Los Angeles-Owens 

River Aqueduct did become the new Los Angeles River…making it easy for residents to 

forget about the stream that had supplied the city for more than a century.” (Gumprecht 

1999:105).  Temescal Creek had disappeared in the same way. 
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Natural processes such as drainage and erosion continued, but in a system 

engineered by public agencies and motivated by the forces of accumulation and 

dispossession, in which nature and human ingenuity have become melded into one 

‘organic machine’ (White 1996).  The burial of urban creeks helped facilitate a more 

ordered, systematized urban form, free from nature’s erratic flooding, and more 

conducive to productive activities, and because they were reminders of primitive ways of 

relating to nature in the city.  Creeks in the urban watershed were made invisible; “The 

gurgling, sparkling creeks that nature established to nourish her plant and animal live 

have become the storm sewers of a great city” (Hope 1947). 

Lately, Temescal Creek has come back, but in a way that questions the future of 

restoring nature in the city and the motivations for doing so.  First identified in the 1972 

EIR that proposed culverting the remaining sections of open Temescal Creek, a new way 

was found of increasing creek usage and value while conveying stormwater to the San 

Francisco Bay safely and quickly.  A compromise was proposed between the Flood 

Control District and disgruntled neighbors to create a ‘reconstituted creek’ above the new 

culvert, and to provide a “corridor effect” in the section where opposition was greatest, 

above Telegraph Avenue (Bissell and Karn 1972:3).  A pump was installed in the culvert 

itself that could bring stormwater to the surface, to provide creek-like capabilities for a 

future park.  The water would drop back down into the culvert three blocks 

‘downstream’.  It was soon found that the engineering worked best if run only in the dry 

season so the pump would not clog with debris.  This is Potemkin Creek.
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This ‘compromise’ did not give the open-creek advocates what they wanted nor 

was it of interest to the pro-culverting factions.  The newly created park with the 

‘reconstituted creek’ languished until the late 1990s, when a new movement was born to 

reinvigorate and restore them.  A portion of this new park and channel were fenced off to 

the public in 1974 after the construction of the culvert (Norman 2006:133), and remained 

so for a quarter century, while the rest of the park and channel went relatively 

unmaintained and neglected by the City of Oakland.  The promise of a creek element in 

the greenway - a feature proposed by the Alameda County Flood Control District that no 

faction was actually advocating for - went unfulfilled.  “Ultimately, it was gated at both 

ends, but a swale was created, which left the possibility open for those of us who were 

idealists to think that eventually it could be opened up to public access” noted John 

English, an Oakland city planner (Norman 2006:158).

Today, several ‘eco-friendly’ redevelopment projects above the Temescal Creek 

culvert are incorporating creek-like elements into their designs and marketing collateral, 

mimicking the reconstituted creek (even though the source of water is not always from 

the buried creek).  This signals a contemporary rediscovery and transformation of 

Temescal Creek, a new chapter in its fractured story.  Central to these efforts are ideas of 

restoration of nature and questions about the authenticity of these efforts.  In the 

following chapter I explore ways of understanding this next phase of Temescal Creek’s 

history: the proliferation of faux creeks that commemorate, disguise, and reveal 

underlying truths about our relationships to the natural world.


