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Potemkin Creek:  Introduction and Research Questions

Something is happening to the urban creeks of the East Bay region of the San Francisco 

Bay Area.  Forgotten for decades in underground slumber, they are being rediscovered.  

Twenty-one creeks drain the western slope of the Berkeley-Oakland hills, and all are at 

least partially contained in underground flood control culverts in the lower slopes of the

watershed, absent from the visible landscape.  There is a movement to unearth and restore 

these creeks, like Mayan Ruins discovered beneath a thick jungle canopy.  Robert Frost’s 

poem A Brook in the City (Frost 1923) expresses this curiosity (“But what about the 

brook”) and sense of discovery (“No one would know except for ancient maps”) of the 

buried stream, as well as a growing sense of both outrage (“The brook was thrown deep 

in a sewer dungeon under stone”) and possibility (“But I wonder…”).  But there is also a 

façade being constructed: not all of these restored creeks are what they appear to be. 

The purposes of the act of uncovering or re-exposing buried creeks, known 

colloquially and professionally as daylighting, are to re-establish riparian and wildlife 

habitat, restore ecological integrity, or create recreational, educational, or aesthetic value.  

The restoration of the buried, disregarded urban creeks of the East Bay has been 

progressing since the early 1990s, driven by a strong citizen-led desire to reconnect with 

nature – a nature not characterized by acres of turf-grass - and perhaps also by the 

opportunities conferred by urban re-development.  Unfortunately for proponents, the 

process of daylighting is fraught with difficulty: numerous financial, political, and 
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logistical constraints limit options, including multiple overlapping political jurisdictions 

and private property developed right over the culverts.

A new process is emerging, one that is a compromise between a completely 

buried creek and a restored creek.  A designed and engineered substitute creek section is 

created in the same location, above the culvert where the drainage waters flow, a ‘faux

creek’.  This feature may look to the untrained eye like an urban creek, with riparian 

habitat, meanders, and pool and riffle sequences.  It follows a grade.  It can have greater 

and lesser flows as the seasons progress.  Unless one knows something about hydrology 

or fluvial geomorphology or the local hydrologic patterns, the shallow, perfect creek bed 

appears natural.  However, these landscape features do not restore the ecological integrity 

of the watershed; rather they create a symbolic presence of the creek with limited 

ecological benefits.  Faux creeks are engineered to fulfill aesthetic, recreational, 

symbolic, or even economic needs as much or more than ecological needs.

Temescal Creek in Oakland, Alameda County, California has an illustrative 

example of this type of artificial creek channel, whose in-stream flow is controlled by a 

pump and timer and runs only during the dry season, while the creek waters continue to 

run year-round “deep in a sewer dungeon under stone” (Frost 1923).  Temescal Creek 

once had a linear length of several miles, and drained some 4000 acres.  The faux portion 

of the creek is three city blocks long, and drains almost nothing.  Unlike the natural 

pattern of waterways in the region, the faux creek has peak flow in summer but no flow 

in winter.  It was created in the 1970s and then ‘restored’ again in 2001.  It is a façade, it 
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is not what it appears to be.  On signage, on city maps, and in the community, it is labeled 

Temescal Creek.  To distinguish this designed surface feature from the historic Temescal 

Creek that once flowed on the surface and still exists as an open channel in parts of the 

Oakland hills, and from the flood control culvert (called “Line A” by the Alameda 

County Flood Control and Water Conservation District) underground, I call this 1/3-mile 

stretch “Potemkin Creek.” 

Potemkin Creeks  

Potemkin creeks derive their name from the metaphor ‘Potemkin Village’.  After 

the first Russo-Turkish War (1768 – 1774), the Russian Empire gained control of lands 

that included the Crimea.  Prince Grigori Alexandrovich Potemkin was a field marshal in 

that campaign and later foreign minister and commander-in-chief of the army under 

Empress Catherine II.  He brought the Empress to the Crimea in 1787 to impress her with 

the newly conquered lands that he now governed for her.  Potemkin’s desire was to 

impress the Empress.  To inflate the apparent value of these lands, Potemkin purportedly 

had fake settlements built along the banks of the Dnieper River, for the Empress to view 

as her entourage traveled along the river on a surveying mission (Montefiore 2001).  

These supposed façades, once exposed as a ruse, became known as Potemkin Villages, a 

metaphor that has become a term of derision used in politics, legal parlance, and 

journalism, always indicating a subterfuge or a façade. 



4

Although historians have long since dismissed the historical accuracy of the 

façade-villages narrative, the term remains a useful one.  A Potemkin creek, therefore, 

would be one that is inauthentic, intentionally designed to fool and impress the viewer, 

perhaps to inflate the value of the land.  The name reveals a truth about these landscapes.

Like that famous margarine marketing campaign, one might exclaim, “I can’t believe it’s 

not nature!” (See Figure 1).

Figure 1: “I Can’t Believe It’s Not Butter,” a trademarked margarine produced by Promise, whose 
branding was iconic in the 1980s and beyond.  Source: Unilever 2008. 

Renaming a portion of Temescal Creek ‘Potemkin Creek’ begs the questions: 

Why is someone creating faux creeks instead of daylighting them or leaving them 

unnoticed in their underground slumber?  How are they achieving this task, and who 

benefits?  To answer these questions, I will explore the processes that created the section 

I call Potemkin Creek, as well as newly emerging extensions of this faux creek, with 

special emphasis on what it elucidates about our relationship to nature.  I will also look at 

where this process seems to be heading, both spatially and culturally.

The intent of this research is to describe this new localized spatial and ecological 

phenomenon through the lens of existing theories in cultural geography, and ask whether 

those theories are adequate to explain the presence and significance of these creeks.  In 
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particular, I will theorize Potemkin Creek as ‘nature’, as a hybridized restored nature, and 

as commodified nature.  ‘Hybrid landscapes,’ what some geographers call ‘socionature,’ 

are important to study and understand because "hybrid landscapes are where we spend 

our lives, and, where most wild creatures spend theirs." (White 2004:8).  As will be 

explored, they are fusions of natural and cultural objects and identities, and bring in to 

question the supposed duality of these spheres.  The idea of socionature is important to 

contemporary ideas of conservation, preservation and restoration, and the roles people 

have in creating authenticity in landscapes.  Academic arguments about the nature of 

nature, while seemingly abstract, actually impact important policy decisions.  To examine 

commodification, I will examine ways that the private sector, in a process here called 

‘eco-gentrification,’ markets its ecological credentials and how elements of the 

environment can become consumed, and, in the Marxist sense of the term, fetishized, by 

having their social origins obscured.  The theories at use here are usually applied to larger 

scale studies in regional water networks, but not often enough applied at the very small 

scale of a city block or small segment of stream.   

My proposal is that some types of urban nature are more likely to be restored to 

the extent that they can be commodified, and that the two processes of restoration and 

commodification are intertwined.  The significance of this study is to show how faux 

creeks are being created in lieu of being daylighted, and speculate about the implications 

of this phenomenon.  It highlights important differences between what is meant by a fully 

restored urban creek and what is meant by a faux creek.  This study applies theory to 
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actual on-the-ground phenomena at a local scale, and ‘ground-truths’ the concepts such 

as socionature and commodity fetishism.

Urban Creek Narratives 

Accounts of urban creeks, academic and journalistic, seldom explore the complete 

story of urban creeks.   Frequently, the story of cities and water supply is told with 

reference to local creeks only early in the narratives.  Economics, hydrology, cultural 

values, and expediency usually converge in such a way that local creeks are removed 

from the landscape and from the narrative.  Efforts to restore creeks necessitate re-writing 

them back into the narratives. 

In the early development of American cities, settlements relied on local water 

sources for domestic purposes such as drinking and sanitation, as an input in commercial 

processes, for fire suppression, and for conveying waste away from towns (Elkind 1998, 

Noble 1970).  Runoff water was drawn from creeks and groundwater was pumped from 

wells.  The hydrologic cycle of precipitation, runoff, and evaporation was relatively 

unaltered by people.  The mechanisms for obtaining, transporting, storing, and evacuating 

water were highly visible. 

From humid New England to the Mediterranean climate of dry summers on the 

West Coast, early urban water supply systems were developed and managed by small 

private companies (Elkind 1998; Brechin 2006).  Private enterprise provided water for 

those who could afford it, through the use of what today we would describe as primitive 
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infrastructure utilizing the free flowing water of those creeks, or through local 

impoundment structures.  Water in the western United States in particular, in private 

control, was also a source of wealth and power.  Land only had value if it had water.

Interbasin transfers of water were rare, because they were either unnecessary, too costly, 

or the engineering was not advanced enough yet.

Through the 19th Century, urban water demand grew as absolute population 

increased and per capita consumption increased.  Problems arose as primitive sewerage 

sometimes contaminated wells, and people contaminated potable creeks by using them 

for waste removal.  Multiple and conflicting uses of rivers, ponds, and lakes for supply 

and disposal threatened the public health (Gandy 2002).  Public attitudes about sanitation 

and perceptions of disease transmission arose, and politicians worried about social unrest.

Inter-city competition stymied by lack of water for industry often triggered economic 

crises, which private water companies could not resolve (Elkind 1998).  Private suppliers 

tended to serve the wealthy, and were largely seen by the public as corrupt for delivering 

low quality water at inflated prices, and did not have the capital resources with which to 

invest in needed water supply improvements.  

Water quality and quantity concerns, and urban economic growth, forced the 

growing settlements to seek more pristine water beyond their boundaries, further and 

further away, and to find the political means to acquire it.  A new era in water supply 

began, in which water systems were municipalized, regionalized, and professionalized.

Throughout the nineteenth and early 20th centuries large, public, regional water agencies 
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promised economic prosperity and facilitated urban growth in ways that smaller agencies 

could not (Gottlieb and Fitzsimmons 1991).  Often there was a reorganization of inter-

city relationships to create special districts with the scope, technical expertise, and 

accountability needed for commanding so much power over natural resources.  Municipal 

and state governments went through a process of re-allocating water resources on a 

regional scale, in a way that privileged cities over rural regions.  The intent of the State 

was to improve the economic viability of cities, for the benefit of all the state’s residents.   

Imported water helped settlements grow by boosting the economy and reducing 

the health hazards of reliance on local water to fill too many needs.  Improved water 

systems themselves created their own demand through inter-city rivalries and jealousy 

(Elkind 1998), and the land speculators realized that with water, land is more productive 

and profitable.  This water allowed cities to grow faster, which created a need for more 

water.  Possibly, eventually, a city would reach some limit on water imports imposed by 

engineering limitations, cost, or the courts.

The city’s engineered water supply and sewerage infrastructure that replaced 

natural or primitive systems became hidden during this period.  The underground and 

distant networks of reservoirs, aqueducts, pumping stations, pipes, and culverts, although 

at first celebrated as testaments to the greatness of Modernity (Kaika 2005) were 

eventually buried to make way for the continual reshaping of urban morphology.  Not 

just water networks, but transportation, communication, and other networks were 

rationally laid out to help facilitate investment and development (Kaika 2005).  Natural 
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creeks were no longer needed economically and were hydrologically unpredictable, and 

were engineered into compliance with the new urban form – they were buried. 

The transformation did not happen evenly across the nation, nor without a 

struggle between private and public forces and tension between different scalar levels of 

governance.  The specific causes, processes, and results varied, but generally speaking 

urban water supply and sewerage systems 1) became public utilities, 2) relied on further 

sources of water and places of disposal, 3) relied as never before on technology, 

engineers, planners, and scientific management, 4) created new regional forms of 

government and / or relationships between cities and their hinterlands, and 5) signified a 

shift of power from agriculture towards domestic and industrial uses and State support for 

this transition.  Regional governance - not local nor State, but interlocal or regional - 

became the most efficient way to govern large water systems.  Technical knowledge 

expanded to attempt to control entire continental-scale river systems.   

This pattern was so common to American coastal cities that Steinberg and Clark 

(1999) named it ‘the critical water resources conflict narrative,’ because it describes a 

crisis faced by growing cities of the second half of the 19th Century, the inevitable push-

back from the rural communities whose water is taken by the growing metropolis, and the 

political and legal battles that ensue that led to unequal development between city and 

country.  Examples can be found in the literature include the stories told about New York 

(Gandy 2002), Boston and Oakland (Elkind 1998), San Francisco (Brechin 2006), Los 

Angeles (Gottlieb and Fitzsimmons 1991), and the East Bay cities (Noble 1970).  The 
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local outcomes of the general trend, like all spatial phenomena, vary from place to place, 

though they share a common thread that the cultures of rural communities that do not 

adapt to a symbiotic relationship with the urban water master do not survive intact.   

Undiscussed by Steinberg and Clark is that the original creeks are dropped from 

the narrative, and are physically removed from the landscape.  In the critical water 

resources conflict narrative, the growing urban populace and economy, not the local 

creek, is the subject.  The final disposition of the original creeks remains undescribed.  As 

water systems for cities start with urban creeks and private development, then shift to 

increasingly distant watersheds and increasingly larger scales of public governance, 

researchers’ interests stay with the city and examine how regional politics and land use 

are affected.  Sometimes relationships between resource-supply and resource-receiving 

regions are examined, but not relationships between a neighborhood and its watershed. 

The story of the East Bay’s creeks conforms to this narrative well.  Narratives of 

Temescal Creek in Oakland, California show its usage period (by Americans) extended 

from the 1850s through the 1910s; a turning point came in the 1920s when many of its 

functions were supplanted by the Mokelumne River under the direction of the East Bay 

Municipal Utility District.  Its decline and disappearance proceeded from then through 

the 1980s.  Temescal Creek became hidden in the history of the East Bay and in the 

landscape.  Remaining unexplored and unexplained are local creek’s sudden 

reappearance in the landscape and in urban environmental policy since the 1990s. 
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Locating Potemkin Creek 

To understand how Temescal Creek reemerges as a faux representation of its past, 

it is necessary go beyond the classic urban water narrative.  Geophysical and historical 

forces have converged to create new hybrid forms of urban nature.  As Eric Swyngedouw 

writes, “the type and character of physical and environmental change, and the resulting 

environmental conditions are not independent of the specific historical social, cultural, 

political, or economic conditions and the institutions that accompany them” 

(Swyngedouw et al 2002:125). 

I draw on the testimony of experts and participants, and an examination of public 

policy, to create a case study of this new type of nature and how different actors 

collaborate to create it.  This study can help us understand what passes for nature in 

cities, our relationship to urban nature, and how that relationship becomes revealed.  It 

tries to locate the deus ex machina of Potemkin creeks at different spatial scales: perhaps 

the Flood Control District maintenance worker who maintains the all-important pump, a 

wizardly ‘man behind the curtain;’ perhaps neighborhood open-space and green-living 

alliances; or perhaps broader trends in chic, green urban lifestyle choices and 

commodification of urban nature.  This is not a study in urban-rural relationships, nor a 

study of how to make cities more ecologically habitable; it is a study of how a 

neighborhood and its local environment interact and create the symbolic presence of 

nature out of what is available.  Faux creeks can be born from the same awareness that 

leads to daylighting of creeks, or from wholly different motivations.   
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The emergence of these surface features, severed as they are from the larger 

drainage network but referred to as creeks, provides an opportunity to study place-

making and human-environment interactions in action.  When an urban community 

creates these faux creeks, it is doing more than providing additional open space.  It is 

helping to re-create the image of the spaces around the creek and re-imagining the 

relationships between the city and the environment it draws sustenance from and, often, 

does battle with.  Perhaps, these emerging physical entities are setting new standards (or 

lowering old ones) for urban ecological relationships: less ecological than the goals of 

daylighting but more than the status quo.  Perhaps it is a middle ground between urban 

disconnection from nature and the suburban faux nature memorialized only in streets 

named for the trees that they replaced.  A faux creek may be a transitional space located 

between our desire to preserve and restore what we think of as nature, and the endless 

economic growth and need to house people and business. 

In the following chapters I review the historical context for putting Temescal 

Creek into an underground culvert; I present various ways of understanding the creation 

of environmental elements in cities; and I demonstrate with an empirical case study how 

the phenomenon of symbolically recreating the creek above the culvert fits into these 

frameworks.  Finally I conclude the study with an analysis of these findings.


