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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. 
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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 



 
 

 
 

10

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.
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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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Temescal 
Creek / 

Potemkin 
Creek 

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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Temescal 
Creek / 

Potemkin 
Creek 

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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Temescal 
Creek / 

Potemkin 
Creek 

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 

Hwy 13 

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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Worst 
flood 

damage

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.  
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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. 
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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.
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Chapter 3:  Literature Review 

The creation of designed creek channels to replace historic creeks, and our shaping of 

nature in cities more generally, has cultural, ecological, and economic foundations.  

While the specific process of doing faux restoration of urban creeks is new and has not 

been the focus of much academic consideration, geographers and others have already 

created conceptual frameworks for examining the ways in which nature and ecological 

systems have been metabolized by urban society, frameworks that could lead to a deeper 

understanding of the processes that create and explain faux creeks.  In particular, theories 

of nature, its restoration once damaged by urban processes, and commodification of these 

restored landscapes hold explanatory promise of how and why faux creeks are created.   

Theoretical frameworks that examine and critique ‘superstructures’ such as 

capitalism and environmentalism, for example, and the ways that politics and economics 

determine how and when resources are utilized, provide a theoretical framework that may 

be useful for theorizing faux creeks at a very large scale of analysis.  These ideas are 

developed by scholars sometimes referred to as Western Marxists.  This is one ‘lens’ 

through which to look at the social and geophysical forces that create local landscape 

features, and can provide a language with which to describe these forces.  However, it 

can be difficult to apply large-scale meta-theories to small-scale ‘on the ground’ 

phenomena, such as the smaller scale of an actual creek, where the individual actions of 

specific actors may prove more explanatory.  
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Nature and Culture: SocioNature 

David Harvey famously wrote “There is nothing unnatural about New York City.”  

(Harvey 1996:186).  Harvey argues that even cities, the epitome of modern anti-nature, 

have ecological function, support populations, and are organized along the lines of 

systems and feedback loops.  The supposedly neat categories of nature and culture, or the 

natural and the human-made, are not so distinct from one-another.  Even the idea of a 

continuum of nature and culture, also a common topic in the literature, is under review.   

The relationship between culture and nature has been a well-discussed topic in 

American Environmentalism.  Its roots are clearly seen in long-standing debates over 

preservation and conservation, and in ideas of wilderness and the urban-hinterland 

frontier (Cronon 1995).  It can also be seen in the movements to mitigate the social vices 

and unhealthy qualities of cities by providing open space, recreation, and access to 

intrinsically ‘good’ nature (Young 1995).  By the end of the 19th Century, many urban 

planners and social reformers sought ways to modify or improve the city to mitigate the 

supposed ills of the city.  Ebenezer Howard’s Garden City Movement, the City Beautiful 

Movement, and Frederick Law Olmsted’s urban parks all exemplify this trend.  This 

attempt to ‘tame’ the “unhealthy physical aspects of the city” meant to bring back the 

goodness of nature into its midst (Pincetl and Gearin 2005:367).  In this movement, 

nature and culture are usually positioned as opposites, with nature conflated with good 

and cities with blight and immorality.  Clean well-kept urban parks are seen as more 

healthy environments than trash strewn, dangerous inner-city parks.  In recent years, as 
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Richard White (2004) and others have noted, academics have turned from an examination 

of distant, ‘pristine,’ unproblematic nature to the complicated nature found in cities, 

which might help clarify the relationships between people and nature. 

The concept of ‘nature’ has been a surprisingly problematic one in intellectual 

thought.  One traditional viewpoint is that natural things and social things are part of two 

separate realms or processes.  Newer views in fields from geography to philosophy to 

ecology insist that they are inseparable categories, or that “the scientific concept of 

ecology and the cultural concept of nature” often get conflated (Nassauer 1995:161).  The 

distinction between nature and culture is different from the more arguably objective 

distinction between such categories as, say, land and water:  nature and culture are not the 

“pre-given” categories that they might at first appear (Watts 2005).   

Original, pre-human nature is referred to in Marxist thought as “first nature”.  The 

hydrologic cycle operates just as it has since before human history.  Water falls from the 

sky, and when it encounters land, it follows the dictates of gravity and attempts to reach 

lower and lower elevations until it reaches the sea, or is caught and evaporates anew 

before it reaches the ‘final’ destination.  While natural laws are not altered by people, 

their effects on the world are moderated by all living creatures:  while “gravity and 

photosynthesis are not socially produced … their powers are socially mobilized to serve 

particular purposes.” (Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003:902).  Humans have altered the 

hydrologic cycle by impounding water, harnessing and consuming it, moving the 

locations and shapes of channels (including moving them underground), and using energy 
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to create new channels that cross over mountain ranges against the force of gravity.  

Overall, however, these engineered systems still are subject to gravity and evaporation.   

The ‘primitive’ first nature that humans encounter in their quest for survival and 

material prosperity is altered by that encounter, just as the humans themselves are 

transformed in the process.  In describing how the world around us that we see and 

experience every day is produced, Swyngedouw states, “social relations operate in and 

through metabolizing the “natural” environment through with both society and nature are 

transformed, changed, or altered and new socionatural forms are produced” (italics 

added) (Swyngedouw 1996:68).  One of Swyngedouw’s arguments is that even if there is 

originally a nature and a culture that are separate spheres, they come together to form 

socially produced hybrids that are neither just one nor just the other.  For Swyngedouw, 

nature and society are “deeply intertwined,” that is, they are no longer separate entities 

but in every-thing are merged together (Swyngedouw 1999).  It is these culturally 

modified ‘hybrids’ that are called “Second nature” or socionature. 

Marx himself had suggested that by his time “no nature existed any more which 

predated human history” (Smith 1984:17).  Everywhere, everything was a hybrid object6.  

Over the course of human history, hybrid objects have been constantly re-combined with 

“first nature” and with other hybrids.  As “the number of hybrids and quasi-objects 

proliferates and multiplies” it becomes difficult to disentangle the complicated history of 

any object. (Swyngedouw 1996:68). 
                                                 
6 I believe Marx was referring to objects he could observe around him, not to the unchanging ‘laws’ of 
nature such as photosynthesis. 
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As “historical socionature produces entirely new ‘nature’ over space and time” it 

becomes increasingly problematic, according to Neil Smith (1984), to argue for any 

pristine or first nature (Swyngedouw 1996:68).  Even the supposed nature from which we 

produce society and culture, such as the soil that we grow crops on, is socionature, having 

been subjected for centuries to clearing, burning, and other alterations.  Nothing anymore 

is original nature – everything we encounter is a hybrid.  For example, the modern 

chicken is “a cyborg: part machine, part bird, part culture, part nature” (Watts 2005:156).  

Watts says everything is always 100 percent natural and 100 percent cultural, that is, it is 

not a ‘zero sum game’.  This accords with Harvey’s assessment of New York City. 

In modern times, it is capitalism that is the primary social force that causes the 

metabolism, the harnessing, of nature, and hybrids, into newer, more productive forms.  

“In its constant drive to accumulate larger and larger quantities of social wealth under its 

control, capital transforms the shape of the entire world.  No God-given stone is left 

unturned, no original relation with nature unaltered, no living thing unaffected” (Smith 

1984:xiv).  Just as capitalism produces unique relations of production, it also produces 

entirely new commodities by harnessing nature and labor power.  “The social 

appropriation and transformation of [First] nature produces historically specific social 

and physical [Second] natures that are infused by numerous social power relationships” 

(Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003:903).  This process produces not just technological 

artifacts, but things that might be commonly considered natural, such as the chicken or a 

redirected river.  Nature has truly become something socially produced.  “Social beings 
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necessarily produce nature; nature becomes a sociophysical process infused with political 

power and cultural meaning.” (Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003:904).   

This is a new critique that revisits nature/society relations.  The boundaries 

between what is nature and what is urban or cultural dissolve.  Nature and cities are 

hybrid entities, not one or the other.  They are the outcome of a unified process: the social 

production of space and nature.  The “spatial applications” of this critique of nature and 

culture are found easily in many common urban forms such as city parks, constructed 

water treatment wetlands, and stormwater conveyance systems (Kaika 2005).  “Whether 

we consider the production of dams, the making of an urban park, the re-engineering of 

rivers … they all testify to the particular social relations through which socionatural 

metabolisms are organized and express … a continuously expanding and accelerating 

capital circulation process.” (Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003:905). 

Distinguishing between First and Second nature becomes harder all the time 

(Worster 1993:48), making the categorization of objects into categories a matter of 

perception and values more than reality.  People, with their cultural baggage, subjectively 

decide what remains in the category of First Nature (Worster 1993:49).  What we now 

encounter around us is socionature.  If we want to gain ‘transformative knowledge’ about 

(for example) water and the urban waterscape we have to start looking at the historical-

geographical relations and processes that produced them (Swyngedouw 1999:448).  

Essentializing objects into polarizing categories does not help to explain how the world 

we live in came to be. 
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Nature Restored 

Restoration is a process and an ideology.  Many authors conceive it, along with 

the nature it seeks to restore, as a socially constructed concept.  “Restoration, like nature 

or sustainability, is a singular word offering myriad meanings and rich rhetorical 

resources” (Eden 2002:328).  A scientific, objective definition for restoration might be 

“the complete structural and functional return of a biophysical system to a predisturbance 

state” (Rhoads 1999).  Other actions that do not meet these stringent criteria but have 

value are often referred to as restoration as well, but some scholars propose other terms 

for these acts, such as rehabilitation or enhancement (Rhoads 1999; Eden et al 2000).   

Rhoads proposes another related concept, naturalization, which assumes that the 

‘nature’ is socially constructed and that human needs are one part of the totality of 

biophysical needs (Rhoads 1999).  The idea that natural and restored landscapes bear the 

mark of human design and ingenuity is a theoretical framework that is based in ‘social 

constructivism’ wherein ideas and phenomena are not taken at face value.  Proctor (1998) 

explains “what biophysical science reveals is less a glimpse into the workings of the 

natural world than the culture and politics of scientific knowledge; or, conversely, that 

nature is not simply something out there that scientific knowledge more or less faithfully 

mirrors." (Proctor 1998:353).  The goal is to construct an epistemology of nature, a way 

of understanding it, that is both respectful of its non-humanness and the subtle, ancient 

human influences on it, and acknowledges natural and physical laws (Proctor 1998).   
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In the American environmental movements of the 19th and 20th centuries, 

Preservationists, Conservationists, and, more recently, Restorationists have expressed 

different and conflicting ideas about the nature of nature and the proper relationship of 

humans to it.  How much active human intervention should be allowed, whether nature 

has intrinsic value, and how best to manage natural resources are questions explored by 

these scholars.  Unlike preservationists, restorationists often imagine a place for humans 

within nature, and unlike conservationists, restorationists see intrinsic, rather than just 

utilitarian, value in nature.  Putting humans back “into” restored landscapes has been a 

major trend in recent years. 

One aspect of these processes might be to reestablish authenticity in landscapes.  

According to Cronon, “what we mean when we use the word “nature” says as much 

about ourselves as about the things that we label with that word” (Cronon 1995:25).  

Preservation is based on the premise that “nature, to be natural, must be pristine” (Cronon 

1995:83) and only “pristine” nature is deemed worth preserving or protecting from 

consumption.  Achieving an authentically predisturbance state requires adequate 

information, which can be difficult to obtain, and decisions about historic stage to 

represent.  Knowledge of whether the predistubance state could be sustained given 

contemporary environmental conditions is also needed – or recognition that a given 

landscape cannot be sustained in its ancient state. 

The ability to achieve a ‘pre-human condition’ is arguable.  “What do restorations 

restore to us?  Certainly not the past.  And yet that is their enthusiastic premise: to restock 
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the present with the physical and even biological evidence of the past, and to maintain 

convincing settings that invite us to reinhabit various phases of a largely unproblematic 

history.” (Pierce in Baldwin et al 1994:226).  Much like the urban water infrastructure of 

the 20th century, divorced from the social history that created it, restorations allow us to 

look backward in time, but to be selective about what we see (Pierce in Baldwin et al 

1994:226). 

Arguing against these relativistic positions, some practitioners of restoration, such 

as conservation biologist Michael Soule, believes that an objective, independent nature 

exists outside of human culture (Soule and Lease 1995).  They reject the post-modern, 

deconstructionist arguments that see nature as we experience it today as an artifact of 

human culture and economy.  Soule fears this line of thinking leads to the justification of 

the continued exploitation of nature for human economic needs (Soule and Lease 1995).  

According to this view, exploitation and abuse result from the argument that there are no 

pristine places left.  

These anti-relativist positions view nature as something predating and 

independent of human influence.  Some attempts at restoration have set up nature like a 

diorama, to be viewed in the same condition over and over without allowing internal 

dynamics or external influences alter the system (Jordan in Baldwin et al 1994).  Yet 

landscapes are constructed by both natural and cultural forces (Spirn 1995:113).  

“Landscapes blur the boundaries between the human and the nonhuman.  Calling some 

landscapes “natural” and others “artificial” or “cultural” ignores the fact that landscapes 
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are never wholly one or the other” (Spirn 1995:111), which is a position informed by the 

ideas of socionature.  It demonstrates well the observation, “Many have been uneasy with 

restoration because it violates the categories of ‘nature’ and ‘culture’” that are hallmarks 

of so much modern environmental thinking.” (Jordan 2003:17). 

Another view is that a natural environment worthy of preservation or restoration 

has the characteristics of independence and continuity with its surroundings.  A tongue-

in-cheek example is of an indoor ski-o-rama, a constructed, climate controlled 

recreational facility that can exist anywhere as long as energy costs can be maintained: 

this clearly does not meet the criteria of independence and continuity, and therefore does 

not need to be protected, preserved, or restored (Borgman in Soule and Lease 1995:40).  

The question has meaning because it bears on which environments are deemed worthy of 

protection or restoration.  The subjects of and end goals for restoration are open to 

interpretation.  Cronon hopes that any tree in the garden, or perhaps a bubbling spring 

pumped to the surface from a culvert, can “help us perceive and respect a nature we had 

forgotten to recognize as natural” (Cronon 1995:88).  For Cronon, it is important to 

recognize wildness; for many restoration ecologists, it is vital to acknowledge ecological 

functioning at work; indeed, “the concept of restoration, like that of sustainability, is 

plastic: it can be shaped and redefined by different groups and its meaning and impact are 

politically and culturally contingent as well as symbolically charged.” (Eden 2002:317). 

This quest for authenticity or pristine landscapes can lead to ignoring problems in 

heavily altered environments like cities, or in other cultures’ environments that don’t look 
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familiar (Cronon 1995:84).  By romanticizing nature and separating it from culture, and 

elevating it, we create a moral ambiguity that allows us to neglect what we deem 

‘unnatural’.  Yet people have to be concerned with “unnatural” nature because it is where 

we live (Cronon 1995:85).  Only by recognizing the human contribution to ‘pristine’ 

places like Yosemite or Niagara Falls, shaped so strongly by indigenous peoples and 

subsequently landscape ecologists and designers, can we successfully bring similar 

qualities to ordinary, urban environments (Spirn 1995:112).   

In heavily urbanized places, there are many candidate landscapes for restoration.  

The question of which to restore is temporally contingent – in one era the focus might be 

on wetlands, and in another it might be on reestablishing native trees.  As Worster said of 

wilderness protection programs, “Yesterday we hated wolves and today we love them” 

(Worster in Soule and Lease 1995:68).  Over time, the locus of restoration has 

increasingly moved to cities.  Restoring and improving environments, whether inside or 

beyond cities, entails selection of areas to restore, decisions concerning what parts of 

nature we value, and the appropriation of resources that will be devoted to maintain or 

improve places.  Restoration science, upheld as an objective pursuit, masks these 

necessary cultural and political decisions.  Which neighborhoods are eligible for 

restoration is not easily asked in terms of exclusively ‘pure,’ objective science. 

Engineering ‘natural’ environments in cities is not new.  Some features of cities 

that we think of as natural are long-ago engineered experiments in land reclamation and 

invention, including Biltmore Forest, and the Boston Fens and Riverway, America’s first 
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constructed wetland (Spirn 1995).  Many people assume these to be “preserved bits of 

nature in the city, rather than places that were designed and built, daring experiments of 

engineering, ecology, landscape design, and city planning” (Spirn 1995:104).  Often 

these spaces had multiple purposes: “Restored landscapes on low-lying vacant lands 

could be designed to serve as both parks and storm-water storage areas.” (Spirn 

1995:109).   

According to Jordan and Turner (in Baldwin et al 1994), there is just as much 

value in a landscape that has been heavily altered by humans as a supposedly untouched 

one, as long as that landscape has ecological integrity, biodiversity, and independence (in 

Baldwin et al 1994).  Ecologically, it is necessary to understand how a landscape looked 

and how it changed, but it is not necessary to constrain it into that original look.  In the 

end, restored nature, subject to all the same natural laws, is just as natural as untouched 

nature.  Even wilderness has to be ‘managed’ to appear unmanaged (Nassauer 1995).  Yet 

preservationists are stuck in a mindset that discounts the value of landscapes that have 

been overly touched by humans.  This stems from the assumption that humans are 

distinct from, and even opposed to, nature, rather than “rightful citizens of the biotic 

community” (Kane in Baldwin et al 1994:70).   

The ultimate goal, according to restoration ecologist William Jordan (2003), is a 

system that acts like the original, including in its ability to evolve with changing external 

influences, such as climate change.  Human faculties, which have altered landscapes from 

their pre-human forms, have to be invoked to restore ecosystem functioning; ‘restoration 
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ecology’ assumes a priori the use of human faculties.  Frederick Turner goes beyond 

preservation and restoration and calls this approach “inventionism” (Turner in Baldwin et 

al 1994).  In fact, whatever is happening in an altered landscape prior to restoration will 

be altered again, so you cannot restore to a past condition without destroying a current 

system.  When it comes to urban socionatural hybrids, we should “positively recognize 

them as exemplars of how nature and culture intertwine” (Eden 2002:318) rather than as 

Frankensteinean monsters.  

 

Nature Commodified in the Built Environment 

Commodities are things that we encounter everyday, consume through use, and 

have one or more types of value.  Two different types of value in commodities are in 

fulfilling our needs – use values - and in exchange for other commodities to use – 

exchange values (Harvey 1989).  Use values are created out of nature through labor 

(Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003:904); examples include direct consumption of plants 

and animals, or the usefulness of the habitat that supports them.  Exchange values are 

created through the production of nature into excess use values, or surplus (Smith 

1984:40), such as when excess can be traded for something else that is in short supply.   

‘Second nature’ is produced from ‘first nature’ (or from other ‘second nature’) 

with this exchange value in mind (Smith 1984:46), and a transaction happens in what is 

called the market.  Under capitalism, the market is extended, at least metaphorically but 

often actually, into all areas of social life; this is called universal commodification.  The 
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discourse in which something not traditionally thought of as a commodity is spoken of as 

if it were a commodity subject to market exchange is called market rhetoric (Radin 

1996:6).   

In a capitalist production mode, workers and nature are exploited to create surplus 

and profits, but the market values of commodities is divorced from the production 

processes that created them.  The commodity has been completely removed from the 

social processes and exploitation that went into its production.  “Commodities are 

socially constructed as objects separate from … social relations” (Radin 1996:6).  For 

example, the drainage system of a watershed at first might be natural, but the uses it is 

put to (use value) are not.  That presupposes social relations and technology, at least, or 

as David Harvey says “there is no such thing as a resource in abstract or a resource which 

exists as a ‘thing in itself,’” (Harvey 1974:265); rather, it depends on the mode of 

production that produces it. 

Karl Marx talked about the “magic” or fetish that commodities seemed to cast 

over consumers.  “By fetishism, Marx meant a kind of projection of power and action 

onto commodities.  This projection reflects – but disguises – human social interactions.  

Relationships between people are disguised as relationships between commodities, which 

appear to be governed by abstract market forces” (Radin 1996:80).  Market exchange 

itself creates the fetishism of commodities7 (Harvey 1989:100).   

                                                 
7 The modern usage of fetishism refers to consumerism or materialism; to gain one’s identity or self worth 
from shopping, possessing things, seeking pleasure in having things and the ability to buy things.  The 
Marxist idea of the commodity as disguising social relations is lost.   
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Natural objects are “presented in such a away as to erase the social memory of 

production and labor that was vital in bringing [them] to the market.  It is precisely the 

nature of fetishism that things are not always what they seem” (Smith 1996b:52).  

Swyngedouw says that things embody “a multiplicity of historical-geographical relations 

and processes” that mask the “contradictions, tensions, and conflicts” inherent in things 

(Swyngedouw 1996:445).    

Fetishism thus results when the social relations inherent in an object are obscured.  

Cities create a fetishization of nature.  For example, utility networks exhibit this quality.  

In the 19th Century, infrastructure networks were left visible; they helped rationalize 

urban space; the city was still “under construction” (Kaika 2005).  Later these networks 

were obscured.  Water too became fetishized, and eventually water networks became 

invisible, buried (Swyngedouw 1996).  The benefit of water available from the tap 

obscured the toll (human, ecological) of bringing the water to that tap.  The hiding of the 

networks helped facilitate the fetishization of water as an unproblematic, conflict-free 

commodity. 

Cities are the engines of metabolization and commodification of nature.  Cities 

expand into their hinterland and metabolize nature into concrete, buildings, energy to 

power machinery, everything.  By examining the problematic boundaries between what 

we think of as nature and what we think of as the human world, Cronon (1991) shows 

that cities are the means of absorbing new peripheral areas and resources into the 

capitalist orbit, with “market relations profoundly mediat[ing] between them” (Cronon 
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1991:7).  Urbanization itself is not just a process of creating the pockets called cities, but 

also of transforming the modern countryside itself (Heynen et al 2006).  A conventional 

viewpoint is that once incorporated into urban form, those constituents are no longer 

‘nature’.  However, whether city, countryside, or wilderness areas, “the nature we inhabit 

is never just first or second nature, but rather a complex mingling of the two”8 (Cronon 

1991:xvii).   

Cities metabolize nature in specific ways under Capitalism.  Harvey (1978) 

describes how cities are built and rebuilt in capitalist economies.  He describes the “built 

environment for production” and “built environment for consumption.”  The former is 

“fixed capital which functions as a physical framework for production” (Harvey 

1978:202).  The latter includes the “physical framework for consumption (houses, 

sidewalks, etc).”  By changing the use of some items, they can serve both productive and 

consumptive ends.   

Capital flows at certain times into direct investments for profits, and at other times 

into investments that will allow for later accumulation of profits, into the physical 

framework (infrastructure) for production (Harvey 1978:202).  Cities, part of the physical 

infrastructure of capitalist accumulation, are bundles of use values that have to be 

produced and reproduced periodically (Harvey 1978:209).  Investment is made primarily 

into cities and not into rural areas, and resources are transferred from hinterlands to cities 

to geographically concentrate them (Harvey 1978:209).  In order to facilitate 
                                                 
8 Here I believe Cronon is using 2nd nature to mean something entirely human, not the hybrid discussed 
above. 
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accumulation, periodic large investments in fixed, long-lived assets such as housing and 

transportation networks, among other things, are required (Harvey 1978:210).  The 

timing of these investments tends to occur when its lack leads to diminishing profits, or 

an over-accumulation of capital without available investments occurs (Harvey 1978:212).  

According to Harvey and others, one period of massive investment of over-

accumulating capital in physical infrastructure occurred in the late 1960s and early 1970s, 

but not since then, leading to dilapidating infrastructure on a national scale (Harvey 

1978:217).  Gandy (2004) elaborates by pointing to the massive under-investment in 

urban infrastructure, especially water networks, since the mid-1970s, as evidence of an 

“oscillating dynamic between public and private” sectors (Gandy 2004:369) and how 

“the relationship between the development of urban infrastructure and a functional public 

realm is a fragile and historically specific phenomenon.” (Gandy 2004:374).   

Harvey points to one of capitalism’s contradictions: the investment made in fixed 

infrastructure and its use value serves both to facilitate accumulation “at a particular 

historical moment” (Harvey 1978:219) and to lock the physical environment into a 

quickly outdated means of accumulation (Harvey 1978:220).  The physical infrastructure 

itself acts as a barrier to newer improved means of accumulation (Harvey 1978:220).  

Capital must preserve “the exchange values of past capital investment in the built 

environment” and destroy “the value of these investments in order to open up fresh room 

for accumulation.” (Harvey 1978:220).    
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After the period of massive investment in suburbs, the most profitable 

investments to be made were in the declining central cities, where the built environment 

by the 1970s had declined to such a degree that investment was profitable there again.  

“Long absent source[s] of funding reappear[ed]” and financial institutions “actively 

target[ed] a neighborhood as a potential market for construction loans and mortgages.” 

(Smith 1979:293).  Developers found profits were available again by investing in long 

neglected neighborhoods within cities.  Neighborhoods with existing amenities such as 

access to transportation hubs or commercial corridors were targeted first.  “Capital flows 

where the rate of return is highest” (Smith 1979:295), and gentrification occurs.   

When growth occurs into the hinterland of cities, justification for appropriation is 

made by mythologizing connections with nature: cities “erase the social histories, 

struggles, and geographies” (Smith 1996a:17) of the hinterland.  When development is 

involuted, that is, when local investment is more rational than investment on the urban 

fringe, the new frontier is the inner city neighborhoods; the process is gentrification or 

redevelopment.  Here also, development forces mythologize the environment, sanitizing 

it (Smith 1996a), with claims about the ‘ripeness of the neighborhood for revitalization’.  

New building stock is created, roads are repaired, and loans for new businesses appear.   

Urban form goes through these transformative episodes multiple times, leaving 

the city a jumble of past events written on the landscape.  This ‘urban palimpsest’ 

(Harvey 1989) is a “fabric of past forms superimposed upon each other, and a ‘collage’ of 

current uses, many of which may be ephemeral.” (Harvey 1989:66).   
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Planners, architects, urban designers all face one common problem: how to plan the 
construction of the next layers in the urban palimpsest [emphasis added] in ways that 
match future wants and needs without doing too much violence to all that has gone 
before.  What has gone before is important precisely because it is the locus of collective 
memory, of political identity, and of powerful symbolic meanings at the same time as it 
constitutes a bundle of resources constituting possibilities as well as barriers in the built 
environment for creative social change.  There is rarely now a tabula rasa upon which 
new urban forms can be freely constructed. (Harvey 1996:417). 
 

Along with social customs and cultural mores, this comprises what Karl Marx called the 

‘muck of ages’. 

The switch to certain types of economies, in this case a more ‘green’ service 

economy “help to explain, first, the kinds of building stock and land use most involved in 

the development, and, second, the kinds of new land uses which can be expected where 

the opportunity for redevelopment is taken” (Smith and Williams 1986).  The occurrence 

of the transformation itself is explained by macro-scale, production-side events, while the 

surface form of the restructuring is possibly determined by demographics and lifestyle 

(consumption) choices (Smith 1996a:41).  Built environments are always historically 

specific results of socio-ecological processes (Heynen et al 2006).   

As capital can at certain periods reinvest in central cities, and as socionature can 

continually be transformed into new forms of socionature, the nature found in 

redeveloping neighborhoods also goes through periods of renewed attention, vis a vis the 

market.  The hybrid forms of nature already found in the city, such as creek culverts or 

urban parks, can be once again put to more productive (read: profitable) uses.  Hybrids, 

or socionature, are an ideal way of understanding commodity fetishism, because their 

origins are obscured in the layers of past practice that has gone into their production. 
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Gandy (2002) looked at New York City and the history of the expansion of the 

city into its hinterland for water resources, and how the city produces and uses nature for 

investment.  Looking at the need for investment opportunities for capital during difficult 

economic times, he found that in the 1830s in New York, business wanted to increase 

land values, the city was forced to compete economically with other growing cities 

(Boston, Philadelphia), a professional engineer class was become firmly established in 

the political circles, and there was plenty of evidence of the public health benefits of 

modern water systems.  There was also capital available to invest in larger public works 

projects.  This expansion led to the creation of the “invisible city” of reservoirs and pipes.  

The city metabolized the “raw materials of nature to produce metropolitan nature” 

(Gandy 2002:2):  the city’s water supply system exemplifies the way raw materials can 

be harnessed to facilitate capital accumulation, investment, and innovation.  Second 

nature is produced from first nature, or from some already metabolized second nature.    

The ideas of nature and restoration are fluid; their nuances are better understood 

by looking at them with a social constructionist perspective in mind.  Marxist 

perspectives that demonstrate the economic and sometimes hidden relations between 

culture and nature can be used to examine now nature is subsumed into market 

economies.  In the next chapters, I will operationalize these ideas in a case study: the 

creation of the original Temescal faux urban creek and the proposals for new extensions 

of it onto privately held development sites.   
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Ch 4:  Methodology and Research Design 

Methodology is the determination of a strategy of inquiry, based on the research 

question(s) and theoretical framework chosen, and should indicate which tools (methods) 

to use and how to interpret the data.  It should allow the researcher to address the research 

question(s), apply theories to a particular time and place, and point a way towards 

arriving at relevant conclusions.  Methods are the detailed procedures of data collection, 

analysis, and presentation. 

At one large scale of analysis, inquiries into urban nature and its cultural 

relevance can explore how “economic and political processes determine the way natural 

resources have been exploited”9 (Schmink and Wood, in Heynen et al. 2006:8).  This is a 

scale appropriate to Structuralism, and may use grand meta-narratives to account for 

broad trends.  At a local scale, however, broad historical, economic, and cultural 

narratives interact with specific local institutions and actors.  The methods should allow 

us to examine how broad trends in the discourses around nature, its restoration, and its 

commodification in cities play out in a specific place and time, thus grounding the theory, 

and ‘disentangle the history of an object’ (Swyngedouw 1996:68). 

 

Study Site 

The study site for this research is determined by the fact that it is the only known 

case of a faux creek in the region.  The study site is limited to the original faux creek 

                                                 
9 An approach explicit to political ecology research.   
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(“Potemkin Creek”) located on public land over the underground culvert, which is a main 

feature of the Rockridge-Temescal Greenbelt, and three private parcels over the same 

culvert, but downstream, where mixed-use or housing developments are in various stages 

of the planning and permitting process.  Two sites (Civiq and the Creek Side) are in 

Oakland’s Temescal neighborhood adjacent to the FROG Park Greenbelt; the third site 

(Bakery Lofts) is downstream on the Oakland-Emeryville border in a residential 

neighborhood across the street from Temescal Creek Park, established in the 1970s (see 

Figure 17). 

 

Figure 17: Study Site: Temescal Creek Culverts and New Developments. Source: California Spatial 
Information Library 2008. 
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Methods 

The specific methods used in this study include primary archival research – 

mainly into the events that led to the creation of the first ‘reconstituted creek’ (as it was 

called then) in the 1970s; interviews with key participants from the 2001 revitalization of 

the faux creek and local experts on urban creeks; and observation of contemporary 

planning, permitting, and development processes that are proposing new faux creeks.   

 

Archives and Documents 

Neither faux creeks in general nor Temescal Creek in particular are subjects of 

much academic interest aside from some local scholars, and few papers have been written 

on either.  Keyword searches for ‘faux’, ‘ersatz’, and ‘fake creeks’, and Temescal Creek, 

in databases revealed few new sources.  Local libraries and archives provided the most 

relevant documents.  The specific libraries and archives consulted were the Water 

Resources Center Archives at the University of California at Berkeley, the maps and files 

room at the Alameda County Flood Control and Water Conservation District, and the 

Oakland History Room of the Oakland Public Library.  All of these contained unique 

primary materials such as reports, newspaper articles, and historic maps and sketches and 

photographs.  Many unique maps of the neighborhoods in question from the early 20th 

Century were not available at the University of California’s Bancroft Library because 

they are in irretrievable storage until 2009 due to the upgrading of the library.   
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Other materials found during this phase of the research included Environmental 

Impact Reports (EIRs) describing the 1970s and 1980s processes of containing Temescal 

Creek entirely in underground flood control culverts.  EIRs are a particularly rich source 

of information because they are intended to describe past, current, and projected 

environmental conditions in the area of a proposed development.  However they also are 

somewhat disingenuous; in actuality they facilitate the orderly incorporation of nature 

into the economy and are biased towards completing a successful project; they also afford 

only procedural rights to the public (Logan and Molotch 1987).  In this case, they were 

written for or by the agency whose mission was to contain flooding, whose primary 

method heretofore had been culverting. 

Another source of written information is in municipal documents, where the 

City’s intentions for creeks become revealed.  The Oakland Municipal and Zoning Codes 

and the Oakland General Plan, available on the City of Oakland’s website, were the 

relevant documents consulted. 

 

Meetings and Interviews 

To obtain information on the contemporary private-sector development above the 

culvert, I relied on the Oakland Planning Commission.  The Commission and its sub-

committees do not publish minutes of their meetings on its website; I attended meetings 

and took notes myself.  At these meetings, the views of neighborhood activists and 

spokespeople were voiced and incorporated into the public record.  The meetings reveal 
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tensions that arise between various public documents such as Oakland’s General Plan and 

its Creeks Ordinance.  The meetings are also a good source for interview subjects and 

staff reports sometimes provided useful maps and sketches.   

Interviews with actors / participants and experts was an important and revealing 

method that serves to “elucidate contested meanings, claims, and visions” (Groth and 

Corijn 2005:507).  Interviews were used to fill out the story of the faux creek available 

through public documents, and determine the values, goals, and future intentions of the 

participant’s groups.  Purposeful sampling was used to obtain participants who are 

experts or actors in the creation or articulation of faux creeks and could reveal specific, 

important information were sought.  These participants were sought at places such as 

Oakland Planning Commission meetings and from reading relevant articles and 

documents.  Preliminary archival research into the recent (20th Century) history of 

Temescal Creek revealed which public agencies, non-governmental organizations (non-

profits, community based organizations) and individuals were relevant actors.  Visits to 

the neighborhoods themselves revealed which developers were preparing to develop land 

directly over the flood-control culvert.  Several times I was referred to other potential 

participants during interviews, also known as chain sampling.   

Interviews were semi-structured, with some predetermined order for the 

questions, which allowed me the flexibility to ask questions as they became appropriate, 

and to allow the subject to maintain a narrative flow, provide all the relevant facts and 

events they are aware of, and freely offer opinions.  Almost all interviews were 
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conducted one-on-one, face-to-face, for one to two hours, with follow-up in some cases 

via phone or email.  Interviews were conducted without the use of a tape-recorder, which 

I considered too intrusive or potentially daunting for the interview subjects.   The general 

format was from less to more specific questions.  Often questions appropriate for other 

participants came up iteratively in interviews.  

Because of my preliminary research into the topics of urban creeks and 

restoration, as well as my credentials as an educator in strategies for ‘green’ urban living 

as a community activist and a professional public employee in the field of water and 

resource conservation, I believe I made most participants comfortable.  My 

background(s) possibly provided some ‘legitimacy’ that might not be held by a graduate 

student, and conferred ‘insider’ status among most of my subjects.  At the same time, as 

an academic researcher, and in order to elicit the most candid responses, I had to keep in 

check any biases I had against what I call faux creeks.   

In fact, the very choice of the term ‘faux creek’ could have led to difficulty in 

obtaining honest and forthcoming statements from participants.  At first, I experimented 

with ‘ersatz creek’ which I thought sounded more neutral, and ‘reconstituted creek’ 

because it was the original term from the Flood Control District, but I soon found that 

everyone referred to it as a faux creek, regardless of their positionality on the topic, and it 

was used on local group’s websites and in the scant literature on the topic.   

This research is not quantitative, so I did not determine a sample size.  More 

important than the number of participants is representation of all the relevant groups.  A 



 
 

 
 

67

total of eighteen people participated in interviews, representing developers, creek-

restoration science and policy experts, community activists, past and current residents of 

the neighborhood, one local historian, and public agency staff.  Many residents of 

Temescal Creek neighborhoods who participated in creek culverting in the 1970s and 

subsequent restoration efforts still live locally.  The following organizations and groups 

were included:  

• Friends of Temescal Creek (FOTC) 

• Friends of the Rockridge-Temescal Greenbelt (FROG) 

• The Urban Creeks Council (UCC) 

• The Alameda County Flood Control and Water Conservation District10 

• City of Oakland Planning Department and Environmental Services Division  

• Developers: Civiq Properties; Creek Side Properties; Bakery Lofts Properties 

 

Two notable neighborhood groups that were not included were Urbanists for a 

Livable Temescal Rockridge Area (ULTRA) and Standing Together for Accountable 

Neighborhood Development (STAND).  Both groups have occasionally articulated a 

position on Temescal Creek, and appeared at all the Planning Commission meetings I 

attended, but are primarily concerned with the ongoing conflicts between the Oakland 

General Plan and the zoning codes for the Temescal neighborhood, especially as they 

impact building heights and neighborhood density.  While this conflict also has 

expression in the City’s intentions for the creek, as will be seen in the next chapter, it 

does not strongly influence existing or new faux creeks at this time.   
                                                 
10 I was not able to speak with anyone from the agency about policy regarding creeks. 
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Analysis and Presentation 

Analyzing how the faux creek is produced tells us something about the types of 

environmental change and the power relations among the actors (Heynen et al. 2006:12).  

If Potemkin creeks are hidden commodities rather than the result of restoration, there 

should be market rhetoric visible.  The statements made by participants, observations, 

and the documents marketing materials I received had to be filtered and interpreted 

through this lens. 

This study seeks to reveal explanatory factors and analyze causes rather than to 

achieve statistical certainty or quantify the benefits of faux creeks, for example.  A 

qualitative research method is appropriate for this type of inquiry and is consistent with 

structuralism studies.  A case study, the purpose of which is to explore a process or 

phenomenon at a specific place and time, using a variety of data collection procedures 

(Creswell 2003:15), is the most appropriate way of presenting this type of information.   

With assistance, I took photographs of the contemporary faux creeks and parcels under 

re-development, and created some additional maps using ArcGIS 9.2 to show visual data 

specific to my study site.  Community group members and private developers provided 

some additional documentation, including maps and sketches.  In the next chapter I 

present the case study of Potemkin Creek, including current efforts to create more of 

these creeks on private parcels. 
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Chapter 5:  I Can’t Believe It’s Not Nature 

During the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s Temescal Creek was culverted from the dam at Lake 

Temescal to the San Francisco Bay, across about four miles of piedmont and alluvial 

plain.  It was no longer needed for water supply or sewage conveyance, its slope was 

utilized for highway construction, and it came to be viewed only as nuisance at best and a 

killer at worst.  With many urban creeks, that would be the end of the story.  But some 

remarkable things happened along Temescal Creek where it intersected, spatially and 

temporally, with a neighborhood with new environmental values at the birth of the 

modern environmental movement.  The effects of decisions that were made in the 1970s 

are still playing out on the cultural and physical landscape of the neighborhood and creek 

thirty years later.   

This chapter is an empirical case study of Potemkin Creek in north Oakland.  It 

looks at the historical factors that led to its creation in the 1970s, as well as those 

surrounding its rebirth in 2000 and the recent discussions of extending the faux creek 

feature into three private parcels that feature new ecological housing or mixed-use 

projects.  It also examines the current cultural and policy factors that lead to faux creeks. 

In the Temescal neighborhood of North Oakland, when the creek was buried in a 

flood control culvert in the 1970s, a designed ‘reconstituted creek’ was also installed 

above the new culvert, as a compromise or a gesture to some constituents in the 

neighborhood.  I call this feature “Potemkin Creek.” (see map in Figure 27).  It starts at a 
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boulder-strewn pond in the Hardy Park section, where the water pumped from the 

underground culvert reaches the surface and begins to flow west (see Figure 18). 

 

Figure 18: "Headwaters" of Potemkin Creek, the pond at Hardy Park.  Photo by Alan Wiig. 

 
From there, it goes back underground in an eight-inch pipe until it passes under 

Clifton Street.  There it remerges and flows for one block, past the abandoned Safeway 

and the Department of Motor Vehicles, to Cavour Street (see Figures 19 and 20).  The 

channel is only about six feet wide and two feet deep here, whereas a typical stream in 

the East Bay with a drainage area of about three square miles should have a width of at 

least ten times that much, according to hydrological calculations in common use. 
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Figure 19: Potemkin Creek at the DMV parking lot, Oakland.  Photo by Alan Wiig 

 

 

Figure 20: Temescal Creek, taken in 1971. Same area as in Fig.19.  Source: Norman 2006:138. 
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The final stretch takes it to Clarke Street, where it passes by another play area 

called Redondo Park.  There it disappears into another grate, the waters joining the rest of 

the Temescal Creek discharge in the flood culvert once again (see Figures 21 and 22). 

 

Figure 21: Urban Karst: Potemkin Creek's end, at Redondo Park. Photo by Jon Bauer. 

 
This feature changed the perception and expectation of the space of Temescal 

Creek over the next decades.  For some, it created a placeholder for restoring 

(daylighting) the stream later.  For others, it was an improvement over the historic creek 

that was there before, becoming a “treasured community amenity” (Norman 2006:133).  

Some see the reconstituted creek as window dressing on a regrettable mistake.  

Nonetheless the land has remained out of development, and the idea of reconstituted 
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creeks has begun to spread further down the watershed, and could soon ‘jump’ this 

drainage basin to neighboring creeks.  

 

Figure 22: Potemkin Creek at Redondo Park.  Photo courtesy of Madison Park Financial. 

 
Several individuals and organizations are central to the process that created 

Potemkin Creek.  Neighborhood volunteer associations such as the Friends of Temescal 

Creek (FOTC), the Rockridge Community Planning Council (RCPC), and the FROG 

Park Committee11 participated in the public process.  Public agencies such as the City of 

Oakland – especially the Planning Department and Commission – and the Alameda 

County Flood Control and Water Conservation District are key participants.  Private, for-

profit entities, such as the three developers Civiq Properties, Hauser Architects, and 

Madison Park Financial, also contribute.  Other important participants include restoration 

                                                 
11 FROG is not an acronym. 
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experts and local historians.  They all also provide varying perspectives on the cultural 

meaning of faux creeks. 

Urban form is shaped by various factors such as values, public policies, economic 

trends, past practices, and understandings of what is practical and possible when 

managing the natural environment.  These factors operate at different spatial scales and 

have influence for various lengths of time.  By examining the actual events that led to the 

creation of Potemkin Creek in the 1970s, its re-birth in 2001, and the contemporary 

possibilities for creating additional faux creeks on private parcels, we can begin to 

understand what conditions could be necessary or likely to lead to further proliferation or 

spread of this design element.  In keeping with a theoretical framework that is descriptive 

rather than causal, these factors will be considered as part of what is possible, rather than 

as deterministic of a specific outcome. 

 

The Creation of the Faux Creek. 

After the devastating floods of October 1962, the Alameda County Flood Control 

and Water Conservation District established Zone 12, which designs, constructs, and 

maintains flood control infrastructure for the cities of Oakland and Emeryville, to protect 

real estate, business, and lives.  Reducing the impact of floods in north Oakland and 

Emeryville was the primary stated reason for burying the remaining open stretches of 

Temescal Creek (see Figure 23) in a culvert during the 1970s and 1980s, creating the 

feature the district refers to as “Line A”.   
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Figure 23: Temescal Creek in Temescal Neighborhood just prior to culverting.  Source: Alameda 
County Flood Control and Water Conservation District, Line A Archives. 

 
Local opposition to putting Temescal Creek in a continuous underground box-

culvert in the early 1970s was found in only one neighborhood – Temescal in North 

Oakland, where the faux creek would later be proposed and built.  Residents and business 

owners in all the lower reaches, which were in a lower socio-economic group, 

consistently favored burying Temescal Creek.  Temescal neighborhood historian Jeff 

Norman documented this struggle and authored Temescal Legacies: Narratives of Change 

from a North Oakland Neighborhood (Norman 2006).  Norman indicates that opposition 

to burial came mostly from youthful environmentalists who valued ecology, and from 

some of the older Italians of the neighborhood who cherished the open creek and 

understood that the creek was not to blame for the flooding (Norman 2006).  Arguments 
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to keep the creek open relied in part on the value of open space to the neighborhood and 

the importance of maintaining elements of the natural world, including the trees that 

relied on the flow of the creek (Norman 2006).  These sentiments were consistent with 

the beginnings of the modern environmental movement.   

The opposition to culverting was up against the fears and the economic 

aspirations of their neighbors (Norman 2006).  It was these interests that the Flood 

Control District was created to protect, and no one was able to keep the creek from being 

culverted.  In the end, increased property values and safety won out, and the creek was 

buried in several phases during the 1970s and 1980s.  The conflict was resolved in the 

Temescal neighborhood with a bizarre compromise.   

The normal disposition of the area above Alameda County Flood Control District 

culverts was to grant ownership and usage of the newly created land to the adjacent 

property owners with the provision that they could not build on the land, so that the 

District could gain access to the culvert if necessary.  In the Temescal neighborhood, and 

nowhere else along the creek, a compromise measure was created to settle the conflict 

between those who wanted an open creek and those who wanted a buried creek and more 

open space; it is notable that “the simultaneous push for both [use and exchange values] 

is … a continuing source of tension, conflict, and irrational settlements” (Logan and 

Molotch 1987:2).  The area directly above the culvert would be developed as a park, for 

the public benefit, with a ‘reconstituted creek’ in the place of the original one.  The first 



 
 

 
 

77

mention of this in available primary documents is in the Environmental Impact Report 

(EIR) prepared for the Flood Control District by outside consultants: 

The park design would be centered about a small creek to be reestablished within the 
right of way by pumping Temescal Creek water to ground level.  The reconstituted creek 
would harmonize with and accentuate the linear nature of the proposed park, providing a 
focus for lay out of trails, resting spots, and landscaping. The design of park trails would 
be integrated with the creek and the narrow right of way to achieve a corridor effect 
inviting the user to walk and experience what the park has to offer. The reconstituted 
small creek will also serve as a local storm drain by receiving runoff from adjoining 
properties which have historically drained to the creek. (Bissell and Karn 1972:6). 

 

Drawings were prepared at the time by a local resident and architect named Irwin 

Luckman (see Figure 24).  Irwin Luckman still lives within a couple miles of Temescal 

Creek, though he hasn’t been to the faux creek in 30 years.  He thinks that the Flood 

Control District hired him because he was president of a group called People for Open 

Space, to provide credibility in the eyes of the open-creek advocates, and because he had 

been a long-time planner with the East Bay Regional Park District (Irwin Luckman, 

personal communication).  Luckman no longer remembers where he got the idea to pump 

water out of the culvert into a ‘reconstituted creek,’ except that he sees it as a simple 

extension of public fountains and ponds, rather than different from anything that had been 

proposed over the local culverts before (Irwin Luckman, personal communication).  In 

Luckman’s drawings, a pump would be placed by the culvert in the area now known as 

Hardy Park that would supply the water for the reconstituted creek, and a drain would be 

placed three blocks away ‘downstream’ at the current Redondo Park, to let the water fall 

back into the culvert.  Mini-culverts would be placed wherever the faux creek crossed a 

street or driveway.   
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Figure 24: Irwin Luckman's design for a faux creek and park.  Source: Alameda County Flood 
Control and Water Conservation District, Line A Archives. 

 
Despite the effort, and possibly because no group was actually advocating for it, 

the reconstituted creek and park in the Temescal neighborhood actually languished for 

years.  The upstream section (Hardy St. to Clifton Ave.) remained behind a chain link 

fence for over a quarter century, from 1974 to 2001 (Theresa Nelson and Gene Mazza, 

personal communication).  According to Gene Mazza of the Flood Control District, who 

has operated the lift pump since 1981, the pump was installed in 1974 and was only 

operated intermittently until around 2000, and in the summers only.  The pump (see 

Figures 25 and 26) only runs from April through October, the dry season, because it tends 
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to fill with detritus during the autumn and gets clogged frequently in the winter months.  

The creek has never flowed twenty-four hours a day or 365 days a year, which poses a 

constraint on the establishment of certain native plants.  According to several people 

interviewed, the swale / channel that had been designed by Irwin Luckman was often 

perceived as ditch, and invasive ivy was the dominant plant type.   

 

Figure 25: Pump Diagram. Source: Alameda County Flood Control and Water Conservation 
District, Line A Archives. 
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Figure 26: Potemkin Creek Pump hatchway, with culvert access rear right.  Photo by Alan Wiig. 

 
According to Jeff Norman, no one got what they wanted in the compromise that 

led to the faux creek: the open creek advocates lost the natural creek; the Flood Control 

District did get to bury the creek but also had to install a faux creek that has been difficult 

to maintain for decades, is not part of their normal operations, and could have become a 

costly precedent for all future creek culverting activities; the City of Oakland inherited a 

complicated park that, after passage in 1978 of State Proposition 13, they did not have the 

budget to maintain properly.  Residents of the Temescal neighborhood who wanted the 

creek culverted had not even expressed interest in a faux creek.   

Nonetheless, eventually for people who later moved into the neighborhood, the 

faux creek became the new base-line condition that had to be preserved and improved, 

and many were not even aware of the buried culvert that carried the bulk of the 
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stormwater underground (see Figure 27).  According to Bruce Douglas of Friends of 

Temescal Creek, who arrived in the neighborhood in 1985, within ten years of the culvert 

being completed, new residents had moved into the neighborhood who did not know the 

true nature of the faux creek nor its history (Bruce Douglas, personal communication).  

Robin Grossinger, a historical ecologist at the San Francisco Estuary Institute, grew up 

playing in the re-created pond in Hardy Park (see Figure 18) in the late 1970s.  He thinks 

that some of the cultural values of use and enjoyment, if not the physical and ecological 

benefits, of the creek were maintained (Robin Grossinger, personal communication).  

Nonetheless, actually daylighting portions of Temescal Creek have not even been brought 

up in official discourse. 

 

Figure 27: Potemkin Creek meandering over the buried “Line A” culvert.  Source: California Spatial 
Information Library 2008. 
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Re-birth of Potemkin Creek 
 

The reconstituted creek did not come into its own until a quarter century later, in 

2001, when neighborhood activists converted the languishing park into an urban 

greenway (Rowley 2006).  The Friends of Temescal Creek (FOTC) was organized in the 

mid 1990s to improve the entire creek and create a one hundred year vision for restoring 

it.  They organized cleanups of the faux creek in the mid and late 1990s to try to increase 

awareness of the creek. 

According to Theresa Nelson, who moved to the neighborhood in 1984 and has 

been active on the Rockridge Community Planning Council (RCPC) Board and FROG 

Committee,12 the RCPC is a local volunteer group that established a parks committee in 

the late 1990s to create a Master Plan for a neighborhood park or greenway (Theresa 

Nelson, personal communication).  Some members of the group didn’t value a creek 

feature, but were only concerned with improved play structures for their children; other 

members only cared about a creek and not the other features of a park; some focused on 

the pedestrian transportation corridor aspect (Theresa Nelson, personal communication).  

A design was found that addressed everyone’s desires, including the local Department of 

Motor Vehicles’ plan to expand its parking lot.  The committee became the FROG Park 

Committee and the proposed park became FROG Park, a greenway that ultimately could 

connect the Rockridge Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) station to the main intersection in 

                                                 
12 Theresa Nelson of RCPC used to also call the faux creek Potemkin Creek in the 1990s, but dropped it 
when she realized it might negatively impact fundraising efforts. 
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Temescal, 51st Street and Telegraph Avenue.  “This proposal seeks to make the best 

possible use of what is available by creating a long narrow park along what was once the 

route of Temescal Creek.” (Rockridge Community Planning Council 2000:2).    

One of the main benefits to members and residents was that the park and creek 

were now going to be safe and accessible.  The original creek bed of the 1940s, 1950s, 

and 1960s, was incised, overgrown, and neglected.  The post-culverting ‘reconstituted 

creek’ was not maintained well by the Oakland Parks and Recreation Department, which 

assumed responsibility for it from the Flood Control District.  The fenced-off up-stream 

section of the park prevented a continuous thoroughfare.   

With a Master Plan in hand, the FROG Committee was able to gain support and 

resources from their City Council Representative, Jane Brunner, the City of Oakland’s 

Watershed Improvement Program, and the Flood Control District, as well as numerous 

actual and in-kind donations.  Phase I of the Master Plan was implemented in 2001, and 

the faux creek and park as they currently appear were created at this time.  Volunteers 

installed the play structures that define the start and end of FROG Park (at Hardy and 

Redondo parks), native plants, and a butterfly garden.  The fences were removed to create 

a spatial connection between the pond where the water originates and the rest of the 

channel where it flows.  In 2006, Phase II was initiated to comply with ADA access, 

finish the children’s activity sites, finish clearing vegetation and planting, and install 

interpretive signage and public art - consisting of a series of 10 telescopes that view 

strategically placed metal animals such as a red tail hawk, frogs and salamanders.  A 
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Farmer’s Market started in August of 2006 in the parking lot of the Department of Motor 

Vehicles adjacent to the faux creek (see Figure 28), and attracts thousands of people out 

to the creek every Sunday.  Many families let their children and dogs play in the waters.  

The faux creek now has a use-value that had been unutilized for thirty years. 

 

Figure 28: Potemkin Creek during the Farmer's Market.  Photo by Alan Wiig. 

 
One remaining contentious issue involves year-round flow.  Potemkin Creek still 

flows only from April through October, the dry season in the Bay Area.  According to 

Gene Mazza of the Flood Control District, who is responsible for operation and 

maintenance of the pump, the pump automatically runs from 8:00 am to 8:00 pm starting 

the first or second week of April (Gene Mazza, personal communication).  During the 

rainy season, the reconstituted creek channel is damp from precipitation but not flowing; 

in terms of function, it is actually a swale rather than a creek during the winter months, 
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allowing for infiltration of stormwater.  It is the debris, mainly from the eucalyptus trees, 

that occasions the need to keep the pump off in the winter, as nearly constant 

maintenance would be required to keep the pump clear from obstruction.  Ironically, the 

effects of rain and vegetation are what keep the faux creek from running year round.  

Another reason given for no winter flow is the assumption that E. coli counts would be 

higher in winter, but FOTC water quality monitors have demonstrated that the E. coli 

count is lower in winter and almost always in compliance with State mandated levels for 

“contact recreation.”   

The FROG Park committee and some members of FOTC would like the faux 

creek to run year-round, because it would help stabilize a riparian ecosystem, and 

stabilize the presence of the creek in the minds of the community to help increase identity 

of the neighborhood (Joan Marie Wood, personal communication).  The RCPC’s Master 

Plan for the Greenway states year-round flow is needed “in order to make the creek as 

realistic as possible, and in order to promote a true creek-like ecosystem surrounding it.” 

(Rockridge Community Planning Council 2000:5).  Joan Marie Wood of FOTC indicates 

that the motivation for volunteers to participate in creek improvements projects stems 

from the actual tangible creek with flowing water; a buried creek is a huge barrier to 

inviting participation, but the lack of year-round flow in the faux creek is as well.  The 

year-round flow issue, as it is called, has been a sticking point for several years, and a 

discussion point and constraint when new faux creeks are proposed.   
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According to Joan Marie Wood, a volunteer with Friends of Temescal Creek 

since 1999 who moved to the neighborhood in 1983, even the dry-season flow is not 

assured, as numerous constraints operate to restrict the hours that the pump is on.  The 

pump itself becomes clogged from silt and sticks and leaves, and the channel becomes 

blocked by detritus and from trash.  At other times the pump overheats and shuts itself 

off.   

 

Local Perspectives on Restoration 

The terms daylighting and restoration are sometimes ambiguous.  Situations 

where a buried channel is opened but the physical armoring is left in place might be 

considered ‘partial restoration’ because the full set of desired outcomes is not achieved, 

much less planned for (Juliet Lamont, personal communication).  There are benefits 

however even from partial restoration, as tiny actions can have an aggregate impact 

(Juliet Lamont, personal communication).  Robin Grossinger, the historical ecologist for 

the San Francisco Estuary Institute, states that restoration is a set of ecological objectives 

that an informed community chooses, and everything towards that is restoration.  Its 

effect in increasing the complexity of a system, for example, would qualify a faux creek 

as a form of restoration.  He agrees that many small, seemingly inconsequential 

restoration efforts might have a cumulative impact.  The goal is restoring processes and 

patterns, not places (Robin Grossinger, personal communication). 
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Urban creeks in the East Bay intersect with important and influential creek 

restoration trends that inform us about the opportunities and constraints for preserving 

open creeks and restoring culverted creeks.  According to Juliet Lamont, a consultant on 

creek restoration in neighboring Berkeley on the Strawberry and Codornices Creeks 

daylighting projects (see Figure 29), the East Bay was “the birthplace of the creek 

restoration movement” (Juliet Lamont, personal communication).  She states that 

restoring a healthy ecosystem to the greatest extent possible is the ultimate goal of 

restoration.  Measures to achieve these goals include: improving water quality; bank 

stabilization; vegetative cover; decreasing erosion; improving absorption; removing 

impermeable surfaces and restoring vegetation.  Lamont explained that “naturally based” 

approaches such as ‘soil bioengineering’ are preferable to hardscaping, armoring, and 

straightening the channel, and are becoming better known.  Constraining creeks in 

culverts, while increasing impervious surfaces upstream, has pushed flooding problems 

downstream, and now the buried culverts can not be retrofitted to accommodate the larger 

peak flows (Juliet Lamont, personal communication).  As a result, above-ground methods 

to slow water to allow it to infiltrate are being explored, as for example with Portland, 

Oregon’s Green Street program and Seattle, Washington’s Natural Drainage Systems 

program. 
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Figure 29: Strawberry Creek Park in Berkeley, CA shortly after daylighting.  Source: Pinkham 2000 

 
There are many reasons for daylighting buried creeks in cities.  Carole 

Schimmerling, co-founder of the Urban Creek Council and veteran of Strawberry Creek 

and other daylighting efforts in Berkeley, mentions ecological functioning and vegetation 

to improve water filtration and quality as the most important (Carole Schimmerling, 

personal communication).  Water quality is becoming an increasingly important issue for 

urban creeks: the natural filtration of vegetation and soils has been curtailed, so the water 

downstream has become more polluted, while the amount and types of pollutants we are 

discharging into storm drains is increasing.   

 

Local Policies and Regulations Governing Oakland’s Creeks 

The alternatives of restoring Oakland’s creeks or creating more faux creeks are 

governed by a complex nexus of policies, regulations, and hydrologic constraints that 
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together are leading to proposals for more faux creeks.  In terms of policies, three 

documents and regulations control the possibilities of restoration of Oakland’s creeks and 

the possibility of proliferation of faux creeks.  Together, they are sometimes 

complimentary, but at other times contradictory, and create a confusing atmosphere of 

priority and intention that leaves open the question of restoration of buried creeks and the 

creation of faux creeks. 

Oakland’s General Plan, readopted in 1996, includes an Open Space, 

Conservation, and Recreation element (OSCAR) (City of Oakland 1996), required by the 

State of California.  It is a ‘blueprint’ document meant to guide future development of 

Oakland and is supposed to reflect the community’s values.  The OSCAR element 

supports the concept of daylighting, defined as unearthing buried creeks, as long as 

certain conditions are met (City of Oakland 1996:xix), and, looking forward to the 

remaining open creeks, requires that no more creeks be buried for flood control projects 

(City of Oakland 1996:xxi).  The conditions under which the City would support 

daylighting, as articulated in Policy OS-8.2 “Creek Daylighting” are 1) broad based 

community support; 2) financial resources for the project; and 3) no flooding or other 

hazard would result (City of Oakland 1996:2-59).  Given that the creeks were buried to 

prevent flooding in the first place, the third item could be difficult to prove to the Flood 

Control District or neighbors of creeks.  The shift in emphasis away from the countywide 

structural engineering approaches to flood control of the 1960s through the 1980s, as 

expressed in this document, only took place after most of the creeks were mostly buried, 
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and relies on undefined “modern engineering and landscape methods” (City of Oakland 

1996:2-59) to achieve these results.   

The 1996 OSCAR element calls for linear parks and, in commercial areas, for 

transforming creek sections into assets that “draw patrons and make the area more 

attractive for business” (City of Oakland 1996:2-60).  The Telegraph Avenue intersection 

with 51st St. is specifically singled out, with a requirement to daylight Temescal Creek as 

a condition of development at the southwest corner, which was a vacant lot in 1996 but 

has since become a Walgreens, and was not daylighted at the time of redevelopment.  

Hardy Park is mentioned as a first priority for daylighting Temescal Creek (City of 

Oakland 1996:2-59).  Yet also singled out in the OSCAR element is restoration of the 

trail along Temescal Creek from Hardy Park to Clifton Street, which is today the FROG 

Park Greenbelt that includes Potemkin Creek.  In other words, it calls for both 

daylighting and maintaining the status quo in the faux creek study area.  OSCAR also 

calls for creating a trail through a lower reach that to this day remains fenced off and 

ignored.  A defining characteristic of the OSCAR element of the General Plan as regards 

daylighting and restoring buried creeks is that it is meant to determine outcomes but is 

treated as recommendations only.  Additional provisions of OSCAR that could improve 

the conditions of urban creeks include Policies CO-6.1 Creek Management, CO-6.2 

Creek Maintenance and Safety, and CO –6.3 Creek Awareness; these however only apply 

to as yet unburied creeks. 
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Another important document for the City of Oakland is the Municipal Code, also 

known as the Zoning Code or Planning Code.  It contains Chapter 13.16, the Creek 

Protection, Storm Water Management, and Discharge Control Ordinance, also known as 

the Creek Ordinance, most recently adopted in 1997.  Among other provisions, it 

promotes “Safeguarding and preserving creeks in a natural state” (City of Oakland 1997). 

In the Creek Ordinance, a creek is defined as a watercourse with certain specific 

criteria, but the ordinance also defines a watercourse as specifically excluding “enclosed 

storm sewer system conduits” (City of Oakland 1997).  Therefore, with five words, the 

Temescal Creek culvert was exempted from all creek protections afforded in the 

ordinance.  As confirmed by Darin Ranelletti, Planner with the City of Oakland assigned 

to some of the developments along Temescal Creek, culverted creeks such as the section 

of Temescal running through north Oakland are not creeks as defined by the Creek 

Protection Ordinance, and are not subject to protections (Darin Ranelletti, personal 

communication).  The implication is that once in a buried conduit, always in a buried 

conduit.  As proponents of open creeks have found, this allows the City of Oakland to 

avoid pushing for positive improvements such as daylighting of culverted creeks like 

Temescal.  As Robin Freeman of Friends of Temescal Creek says, it is a preservation 

ordinance, not a restoration ordinance.  The result is that culverted creeks are more likely 

to have faux creeks built over them than to be restored. 

Specific zoning regulations are supposed to be based on the intent of the General 

Plan, and if it is in conflict with the Zoning Code, the General Plan is by law supposed to 
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be the controlling document.  However as we have seen, the General Plan OSCAR 

element does not include any strong mechanisms for daylighting creeks, and has not 

resulted in any significant daylighting of creeks in Oakland. 

A third opportunity arises from Oakland Measure DD (City of Oakland 2002) the 

Oakland Trust for Clean Water and Safe Parks, a municipal bond measure.  It earmarks 

$5.5 Million for Creek and Waterways Restoration “to improve water quality, hydrology, 

and wildlife habitat to prevent floods, improve public accessibility and increase 

community stewardship” (City of Oakland 2002).  Funding is based on criteria set forth 

in the plan.  All projects must do some form of restoration and help meet State water 

quality requirements, and score high enough on various other criteria such as public 

accessibility, feasibility, equitable spatial distribution of projects, and a long-term 

maintenance commitment.  The City of Oakland Watershed Improvement Program was 

established in 1996 to bring creek improvement projects to all parts of the city.  As of the 

end of 2007, ten creek restoration projects had commenced, for $1.7M of the $5.5M, 

including Phase II of the Rockridge-Temescal Greenbelt, which was slated to receive 

$140,000 for native plantings and creek interpretive elements.  Only one other project 

involved possible daylighting of a culverted creek, and the rest involve restoration and 

improvements of open streams.   

According to Markley Bavinger of the Watershed Improvement Project, who is 

trained in landscape design, Measure DD does not distinguish between restoration of 

open creeks and creation of faux creeks because a project like Potemkin Creek does 
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provide some habitat and restoration value (Markley Bavinger, personal communication).  

In her personal opinion, in cities, the level of alteration of the environment is so great that 

everything natural is faux, and “the distance between artifice and reality isn’t great 

enough to call [Potemkin Creek] a faux creek” anyway (Markley Bavinger, personal 

communication).  In fact the FROG park restoration was one of the very first projects 

funded under Measure DD, and was funded even prior to the initiation of the criteria list.   

 

Managing Stormwater 

Flood control culverts are sometimes undersized for the increased flows of the 

completely built-out watershed or the ability of the maintenance crews to keep all the 

culverts and storm drains unobstructed (Juliet Lamont, personal communication).  

According to a local watershed expert, “Our stormwater system is undersized for the 

amount of impervious surface coverage we now have or will have in the future.  We have 

higher peak flows and more frequent flooding events.  The systems in place can not be 

retrofitted properly” (Juliet Lamont, personal communication).  Backups can occur and 

some peak winter flows get inadvertently diverted to the surface, as flooding.  The hard-

engineering methods of the 20th Century have started to show their limitations. 

Constraints and opportunities to manage urban runoff are driven in part by the 

Federal Clean Water Act, which created the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination 

System (NPDES).  In California, the Regional Water Quality Control Boards (RWQCB) 

issues NPDES permits, which the Alameda Countywide Clean Water Program (ACCWP) 
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received to manage protection of local creeks.  In February 2003, the RWQCB charged 

ACCWP with stricter control of the flow of stormwater from new and redeveloped sites, 

a regulation known as Provision C.3 of the NPDES permit.  The new regulations began 

applying to projects that create and/or replace 10,000 sq. ft or more of impervious surface 

beginning August 15, 2006.  These projects must implement stormwater controls, which 

can include design Best Management Practices (BMPs) that retain stormwater and allow 

it to infiltrate, on-site stormwater treatment methods, and pollution control methods.   

Urban in-fill development projects are now subject to the C.3. Provisions.  The 

C.3. Stormwater Technical Guidance Handbook recommends the following methods:  

Use rainwater as a resource.  Capturing and retaining roof runoff in cisterns can be a 
practical way to reduce the amount of runoff from the site and store rainwater for use in 
onsite irrigation.  Stormwater storage provided by cisterns may be used to reduce the 
amount of stormwater that must be treated and, where applicable, retained on-site to meet 
hydromodification management requirements. 
Use drainage as a design element.   Vegetated swales, depressed landscape areas, 
vegetated buffers, and bioretention areas can serve as visual amenities and focal points in 
the landscape design of your site. (Alameda Countywide Clean Water Program 2006:19).   

 
Captured rainwater can then be released at a later time at a rate appropriate for absorption 

and filtration by the ground or evaporation.  Vegetated swales are becoming a common 

solution for on-site stormwater retention.  These methods can dovetail with cultural 

values that call for the appearance of flowing streams as a mitigation measure, and in the 

best scenarios involve seeing stormwater as an amenity rather than a liability. 

One idea with some traction locally managing stormwater peak flows is the 

creation of ‘diversion channels’ which intentionally divert excessive flows to the surface 

in a controlled fashion, where they can become an amenity instead of a hazard.  This is a 
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simple description of one idea for improving the Strawberry Creek drainage system 

through downtown Berkeley, where the creek exits the University of California campus, 

as part of an overall redevelopment proposal.  Juliet Lamont states that installing an 

overflow channel that functions as a year-round mini-creek would help solve the problem 

of the buried culvert being undersized for new peak floods resulting from increased 

impervious surfaces upstream.  The relief provided by the overflow channel would also 

help minimize hazardous flows downstream of the project site.  It could carry most of the 

dry-season flows and part of the wet-season flows, effectively making the flood control 

culvert the overflow channel.  This ‘diversion channel’ might function like a mill race, 

and is distinguished from a faux creek by the drainage functions it provides, especially 

for handling winter peak flows.  

The Alameda County Flood Control District, with its mandate to prevent 

flooding, could begin to use faux creeks as diversion channels, putting public space to use 

to divert the peak flows generated by the street network and homes that are not required 

to contain stormwater on-site.  Public projects might create faux creeks as a means of 

managing the public stormwater runoff.  Potemkin Creeks could pump winter peak flows 

out of the crowded stormdrains to slow it and disperse it.  Commercial properties that 

now have to manage the excess stormwater discharged from their property might design 

faux creeks as a means of managing their own stormwater runoff to meet their Provision 

C.3 stormwater management requirements.  The private sector can benefit from 

marketing these solutions as ‘natural features’.  In this way, public agencies and private 
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developments can work together to mitigate flooding events, with faux creeks and 

diversion channels as one strategy that also creates awareness of the drainage network.   

When it comes to faux creeks, Juliet Lamont and Robin Grossinger agree that, 

while it is at best a small partial restoration, little actions can have an aggregate impact, 

and the benefits might be greater than the sum of the parts.  Bruce Douglas of Friends of 

Temescal Creek talks about the importance of creating awareness of the creek, especially 

when it is invisible in its buried straightjacket.  Natural processes are always at work, 

even in the heavily modified urban environment, and once an engineered channel is 

created, it begins to function as a creek would – the water flows, under the force of 

gravity, towards the sea, and transports and deposits sediment.  Faux creeks could be 

favored by contemporary urban water management regulations. 

 

EcoGentrification 

Twenty-First Century redevelopment in the Bay Area has so far been 

characterized by urban infill projects that feature live/work lofts, are close to downtowns 

and public transportation, and are high density and energy efficient.  The intention is to 

accommodate modern ecological values of young home buyers.  While the Rockridge-

Temescal Greenbelt did not yet reach the goal stated in the community’s Master Plan of 

connecting the main intersection in the Temescal District - Telegraph Avenue and 51st 

Street - to Rockridge, the downstream end of the creek was only about 300 feet from the 

intersection (see Figure 30).  With the help of these new developments and developers, 
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the idea of extending or creating new faux creeks began to spread, even though 

“commercial developers rarely look at creeks as potentially profitable amenities” 

(Schwartz 2000: unpaginated article).  Three projects along the Temescal Creek culvert / 

corridor have recently articulated visions of faux creeks (see Figure 17).  The first two 

building complexes are located at the intersection of Telegraph Avenue, 51st Street, and 

Claremont Avenue, which was specified in the General Plan as a desirable location for 

daylighting as “an amenity to draw patrons and make the area more attractive for 

business.” (City of Oakland 1996).  The third project is about a mile downstream on the 

Oakland / Emeryville border.   

 

Figure 30: Outfall of Potemkin Creek, separated from the intersection of Telegraph Avenue and 51st 
Street by the parcels being re-developed, with the “Line A” culvert running underneath.  Source: 

California Spatial Information Library 2008. 
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Civiq Ecominiums 

In 2005, the property that separates the end of the faux creek from the intersection 

of Telegraph Avenue and 51st Street was bought and a new condominium project was 

proposed, under the name Civiq and described by the developers as ‘ECOminiums’ (see 

Figures 31 and 32).  The developers envisioned a project that would reflect the ecological 

values of a segment of the East Bay: green building, dense urban infill, photovoltaic 

generated electricity, and proximity to public transportation (Roy Alper, personal 

communication).  The project website advertises this as ideal living for those “fleeing the 

‘burbs” and will “set a new standard for Green building and living,” with a special page 

to visit “If you care about the environment” (www.CiviqLifing.com, website last 

accessed 03/30/08).  The Civiq parcel is only over the culvert for about 65’ along 

Telegraph Avenue; daylighting just that section was never considered a practical option 

(Darin Ranelletti, personal communication).  

 

Figure 31: Ecominiums coming soon!  Photo by Alan Wiig. 
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Figure 32: The proposed Civiq Ecominiums.  Courtesy of Civiq Properties. 

 
Community groups, before giving their support for the project, wanted 

concessions from the Civiq developers.  A line-of-sight extension of the Greenbelt would 

go right along the northern edge of this property (see Figure 30) next to the adjacent 

Creek Side parcel (discussed below).  Both FOTC and FROG supported the idea of a land 

swap wherein the City would give up ownership of a 15 foot strip on 51st Street, where 

ground-floor commercial space could go, in exchange for a public ownership of a 

separate strip for a Greenway extension.  The strip would not be wide enough for an 

extension of the faux channel, it turned out, but the groups decided it was an opportunity 

that had to be taken.  The greenway strip was deeded to the City and an extension of the 

FROG Park Greenbelt running along the northern edge of the property is intended as a 
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permanent public right-of-way.  The FROG Committee and FOTC did not propose an 

extension of the faux creek, since the culvert does not run under that space anyway.  

The City of Oakland put its own requirements on the Civiq project, including a 

building setback and a ‘commemorative plaque’ marking the actual culvert and the creek 

buried below.  The developers agreed.  The problem with the language of a 

‘commemorative’ plaque however, according to both Darin Ranelletti (a planner with the 

City of Oakland) and Joan Marie Wood (FOTC) is that it strongly implies that the creek 

is dead, when in fact it is still flowing strongly underground and able to be restored 

(Darin Ranelletti and Joan Marie Wood, personal communications).  This property has 

the least connection to the creek in both actual proximity and intention. 

 

The Creek Side 

Adjacent to Civiq is the Creek Side.  Hauser Architects purchased the Global 

Video parcel in early 2007 at Telegraph Avenue and Claremont Avenue (see Figure 33) 

and proposed The Creek Side, a mixed-use, transit-oriented building complex that would 

incorporate ecological values into the design.  The culverted creek seemed to get another 

reprieve.  Of the three projects discussed, this one most strongly capitalizes on ‘green 

lifestyles’.  One of the initial stated goals of the Creek Side development was to apply 

green building technology, especially related to water and energy consumption, both in 

the construction and use of the building.  It is intended to be built to LEED (Leadership in 
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Energy and Environmental Design) green-building standards, certified by the U.S. Green 

Building Council. 

 

Figure 33: The old bank building > video store > The Creek Side.  Photo by Alan Wiig 

 
This parcel abuts the Civiq parcel along the proposed public Greenway easement, 

and is situated over the culvert for 160 linear feet, creating a viable opportunity for a full 

daylighting of the creek, or allowing for a faux creek in the public easement along the 

Civiq parcel, if the Creek Side would donate some land as well (see Figure 34).  Because 

the actual buried culvert is in a separate part of the parcel than the line-of-sight extension 

of the Greenbelt, Hauser Architects felt they could not afford to accommodate both ideas. 
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Figure 34: The Creek Side in relation to Civiq Properties. Courtesy of Hauser Architects. 

 
The culvert under this parcel predates the one installed by the Flood Control 

District in the 1970s.  According to Will Mollard of Hauser Architects, the project 

development manager and a resident of the Temescal neighborhood, it dates back to 

1907, when it was installed by Oakland to route the creek under Telegraph Avenue (Will 

Mollard, personal communication).  The original easement belonged to the City of 

Oakland and was transferred in the 1970s to the Flood Control District.  At that time, the 

landowner negotiated for favorable terms in the easement that included surface 
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development rights, allowing for building over the culvert, as long as the structural 

integrity of the culvert is maintained.  The District’s rights are strictly below the surface 

(Will Mollard, personal communication).   

The city identified three desirable options for the developer to take regarding the 

creek culvert: 1) a full daylighting or 2) a partial daylighting that opened the culvert but 

did not construct natural banks and a flood plain or 3) no alteration to the culvert but 

designing the building footprints off the culvert to allow for option 2 in the future.  The 

decision not to daylight Temescal Creek on the Creek Side parcel was dependent on the 

developer showing the city that daylighting was not feasible.  As mentioned above, the 

OSCAR element of the General Plan cites specific criteria under which the city would 

support daylighting, including that “no significant health, safety, flooding, or erosion 

hazards would result from the project” which the developer claims can not be assured.  

Hauser Architects also explored partial daylighting and determined that “opening up the 

culvert would be problematic due to liability, structural, cost, processing, aesthetic, 

maintenance, security, hydrological, and flooding concerns.” (Oakland City Planning 

Commission 2007b).  The developer successfully argued that flooding or other hazards 

would result, and that the project is more expensive than the value it would provide the 

community.  According to Darin Ranelletti, the planner assigned to the projects, the city 

agrees, and the OSCAR elements do not force daylighting, only encourage it when the 

specified conditions are met (Darin Ranelletti, personal communication).  The city also 

agreed with the developer that either the full or partial daylighting options would be 
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extremely expensive and would most likely have to cut into public right-of-ways.  Hauser 

Architects also determined that they were under no special obligation to improve the 

condition of Temescal Creek, as it was no longer a ‘creek’ as defined in the Creeks 

Protection Ordinance.  Therefore, no negative impacts to the biological, geological, 

hydrological, or water quality aspects of a creek would result, especially as the initial 

conditions would be unchanged by the development.   

Opponents argued that partial daylighting or ‘reserved land’ option would still 

leave substantial developable land (Oakland City Planning Commission 2007a).  Joan 

Marie Woods of Friends of Temescal Creek argues that the OSCAR element of the 

General Plan indicates that at the very least, the city should not approve projects that 

leave buildings over the creek culverts; she thinks the city, like developers, should take a 

one-hundred year view and act to create future restoration opportunities (Joan Marie 

Wood, personal communication). 

Hauser Architects initially expressed interest in a faux creek to community groups 

and the City.  To complement the FROG Greenway extension, they were willing to 

expand the width of the open space on the property line with Civiq to 22 feet (10 feet on 

Creek Side, 12 feet on Civiq).   However, this is not wide enough to accommodate a 

channel13 and other amenities, and neither the developer nor the FROG Park Committee 

could logistically resolve year-round flow issues with the Flood Control District that 

operates the pump.  A decorative pedestrian path that mimics a creek’s meander was 
                                                 
13 Slopes of 3:1 or less are ideal (Riley 1998:314).  The Temescal Creek culvert is 16’ deep at this point.  
The stream banks would need to be about 100’ across.   
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proposed to extend the pedestrian access to the main intersection.  The possibility of 

adding a faux creek to ‘commemorate Temescal Creek’ at a later date was left open.  

Unlike at Civiq, the greenway strip donated by Creek Side would not be a public 

easement, and could be fenced off in the future if problems of crime and access arose.   

 Hauser Architects later expressed interest instead in a building set-back from the 

culvert, though only for thirty linear feet of the total 160 linear feet of the culvert, for 

future daylighting should that become feasible.  The idea of a faux creek in the Greenway 

was thus swapped for a commemorative fountain in a public plaza along Telegraph 

Avenue, adjacent to Civiq’s own plaza, to acknowledge “the presence of the creek 

below” (Oakland City Planning Commission 2007b).  This design was partially in 

response to community desires to have a highly visible water feature.  The Creek Side 

developer therefore intends not to feature a creek, nor be adjacent to a faux creek.  As 

many have observed at Planning Commission meetings, this makes the name of the 

project a very cynical marketing ploy capitalizing on neighborhood concern for the creek.  

 

Bakery Lofts, the first private faux creek 

A third development, along a downstream stretch of the Temescal Creek culvert, 

also proposes creating a section of faux creek.  This reach is above a section of culvert 

that was installed in the final phase of culverting in the 1980s.  It is on the Oakland side 

of the border with neighboring Emeryville.  The project is the third phase of a housing 

complex called Bakery Lofts, so-named because of a historic bakery that used to occupy 
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the parcels (see Figure 35).  The developer, Madison Park Financial, does not incorporate 

as many ecological elements into their buildings and designs as the previous two 

developers discussed.  Due to the presence of the culvert, however, they acknowledge “a 

unique possibility for the development is the potential day-lighting of Temescal Creek, 

which currently runs below the site.  A restored Temescal Creek would run through the 

site and serve as a centerpiece for the development” (www.bakerylofts.com). 

 

Figure 35: Future home of Bakery Lofts, Phase III and a faux Temescal Creek.  Photo by Alan Wiig 

 
The flood control culvert runs for 180 linear feet under the parcel (see Figure 36).  

The Flood Control District owns the upstream 100 feet, while the City of Oakland owns 

the lower 80 feet.  The City of Oakland originally installed a culvert to route the creek 

under Adeline Street.  Neither agency will allow daylighting of the creek nor structures to 
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be built over the culvert within a 30 foot buffer of the centerline, to assure access to the 

culvert as necessary; therefore the most likely uses of the land are for a parking lot or 

landscaping, including a faux creek.  This is in stark contrast to the surface development 

rights of the Creek Side project.   

 

 

Figure 36: Bakery Lofts development plan, showing culvert. (Note that orientation is not the same as 
in Figure 17.)  Courtesy of Madison Park Financial. 

 
According to Liza McNulty, who works for Madison Park’s consulting structural 

engineer, this project is considering a faux creek to create a central, natural feature from a 

landscaping standpoint, not because of ecological sensibilities (Liza McNulty, personal 

communication).  The faux creek proposed at the Bakery Lofts project will be about 40 

feet long and will feature a pool/riffle/run sequence and native plant communities (see 
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Figure 37).  Frank Flores, the project manager for Madison Park Financial and a resident 

of the Bakery Lofts, believes people are attracted to a green environment when they live 

in the ‘concrete jungle’ (Frank Flores, personal communication).  This feature will not be 

marketed as Temescal Creek but as a ‘water feature’ (Frank Flores, personal 

communication).  The Oakland planner assigned to this project, Lynn Warner, describes 

it as a way to incorporate the creek “by reference” (Lynn Warner, personal 

communication).  The faux creek is not marketed as Temescal Creek, but is influenced by 

it and the restrictive easement that comes with the property. 

 

Figure 37: Bakery Lofts plan showing faux creek. (Note that orientation is not the same as in Figure 
17.)  Courtesy of Madison Park Financial. 
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This faux creek would not use water pumped from the culvert, but captured winter 

stormwater, stored in underground cisterns, and pumped to the surface, because a vault 

and pump would be prohibitively expensive to get into the culvert, if even allowed by the 

Flood Control District, and the water in the culvert at this point could contain too much 

sediment and pollutant runoff from streets.  The rainwater collection would help them 

comply with on-site water storage options for meeting Provision C.3 requirements.  For 

some, not using actual creek water severs the relationship with the historic creek, because 

the creek water is the essential ingredient that ties together a watershed (Joan Marie 

Wood, personal communication).   

The Bakery Lofts project has no organized community group calling for creek 

restoration or commemoration.  The project is in a neighborhood that, according to Jeff 

Norman, was “in an uproar” when they were left out of the culverting that happened on 

either side of them in the 1970s, and that had no vocal opposition to culverting when it 

was proposed in the 1980s (Jeff Norman, personal communication).  It is not spatially 

contiguous with the existing Potemkin Creek.  It will not have public access to the 

running water.  Yet it is the only one of the three projects that intends to install another 

faux creek.  The main restrictions on the developer are to get a good rate of return on 

investment, comply with stormwater management requirements, and not construct 

structures over the culvert itself.  As of the Summer of 2008, none of the projects have 

broken ground, and the two upstream projects still go back and forth with neighborhood 

groups and the city of Oakland on the prospects of water features and faux creeks. 
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Summation 

There is a continuous flow between the historic Temescal Creek and the buried 

and artificial manifestations of it, even though it appears that the burial of the creek 

caused breaks in this continuity.  Urban creeks, written out of most urban histories once 

new sources of water arrived, did not actually disappear for good.  If segments of the 

community hadn’t tried to keep the creek open, if an architect hadn’t proposed a 

compromise measure of a reconstituted creek to the Flood Control District, if the faux 

creek hadn’t been built or, twenty-five years later, the linear park not redeveloped, there 

would probably be no talk now of putting fake creeks into the new developments along 

its ‘banks’.  The Temescal neighborhood section of culvert would look like the section a 

half a mile downstream at the base of Genoa Street – Temescal Creek filled in and totally 

fenced off, the land unused both privately or publicly (see Figure 38).  

 

Figure 38: Buried culvert at base of Genoa Street, looking over fence. Photo by Alan Wiig 
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So far, the contemporary discussions about incorporating faux creeks and other 

‘remembrances’ of Temescal Creek into the new housing developments have been mostly 

that: discussions.  These discussions happen in Oakland Planning Commission meetings, 

amongst the neighborhood groups who have limited influence over the conditions of 

approval for these projects, and, usually derisively, amongst creek restoration advocates.  

In two of the three opportunities recently along this creek, a faux creek will probably not 

result, but a ‘commemorative’ fountain and plaza will.  In the third development, a faux 

creek is being incorporated, although without actually using Temescal Creek water, or at 

least not water that came from upstream.  However, the rooftop catchment is water that 

would have become creekwater downstream of the site, so the argument can be made that 

this faux creek does use creek water.   

In the final chapter, I analyze the ways the various features of the Temescal Creek 

landscape inform the theoretical propositions presented in Chapter 3, and propose where 

this process may be heading. 
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Chapter 6:  Analyzing Faux Creeks  

Temescal Creek has undergone dramatic changes, some of which are common to creeks 

of this region and others are entirely particular to it.  While neighboring culverted creeks 

are having their drainage functions restored, Temescal Creek is being hybridized into 

summer-flow, pump-driven recreation and aesthetic channels: Potemkin creeks.  Does 

this qualify as the socionature geographers and Marxists discuss?  Is commodification of 

urban nature substituting for restoration?  These processes can be seen happening on and 

to Temescal Creek under particular circumstances.  In this chapter I will summarize the 

nexus of constraints and opportunities that might lead to or from daylighting a buried 

creek and that have influenced decisions to create faux creeks, and explore how the 

literature on the topic informs and is informed by the specific phenomenon of Potemkin 

Creek.  I will derive an experimental definition of faux creeks, and speculate about where 

the process might lead. 

Briefly reviewing some of the creek’s history, early inhabitants of the region 

derived primarily use or sustenance values from it.  Subsequently, foreign inhabitants 

with more accumulative economic systems were able to derive surplus value from the 

creek.  It supplied water for grains, cattle, and fruit, and power for mills, the products of 

which could be used as exchange value.  Water and power were later derived from other 

sources: the Mokelumne River in the Sierras and fossil fuels.  The usefulness of the local 

water was lessened because of the East Bay Municipal Utility District.  Even later, some 

remaining usefulness was derived from the creek bed itself to provide transportation 
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networks for the growing economies.  Multiple values were found in the creek, until the 

most value that could be found was in creating land where the creek had been; at that 

point, the creek seemed to leave the stage and the story.   

Some decades later, use and exchange value were found again, in creating faux 

creeks, and Temescal Creek was brought back into the narrative of the development of 

the East Bay.  Values converged with political boundaries and geophysical hazards in the 

Temescal neighborhood in the mid-20th Century and a public resource – Potemkin Creek 

- was created in conjunction with the culverting of the creek, in situ.  The ‘rebirth’ of the 

faux creek in 2000 and the proposed private extensions of it are the result of a panoply of 

constraints on daylighting, opportunities for ‘greening’ the neighborhood or specific 

parcels, and specific new regulations, policies, and cultural trends. 

The reasons that a faux creek is created may be overdetermined.  Taken originally 

from Freud, this term is used by Structuralist Marxists and others to describe the multiple, 

sometimes-opposed forces or reasons that determine the outcome of a political situation, 

no single one of which can be known to have definitively caused the outcome.  

Examining the emerging phenomenon of faux creeks along the Temescal Creek / “Line 

A” culvert, we see the particular and specific historical, cultural, regulatory, and 

geophysical circumstances that, in certain combinations at specific times, have led to the 

emergence of this faux creek phenomenon.   

Layers of history and past practice contribute to how the creek is represented 

today.  David Harvey’s urban palimpsest comes to mind: “What has gone before is 
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important precisely because it is the locus of collective memory, of political identity, and 

of powerful symbolic meanings at the same time as it constitutes a bundle of resources 

constituting possibilities as well as barriers in the built environment for creative social 

change” (Harvey 1996:417).  Easements, regulations, politics and technology all play a 

role in how and where the creek is represented.   

 

Opportunities and constraints for faux restoration 
 

The opportunities to turn a once-flowing creek into a buried culvert are many; 

fewer are the opportunities to “restore” that creek.  In the right mix of circumstances, an 

easy way to achieve the semblance of restoration may present itself.  The decisions 

people made in the past directly led to how Temescal creek is perceived, experienced, 

and altered today.  We might call this a faux creek, but the users might experience it 

simply as a creek.  As Cronon argues in an examination of how environmental history is 

conducted, all history and all knowledge of the environment is “culturally constructed 

and historically contingent” (Cronon 1993:14).   

Operating on urban environments are the past actions of a community and the 

changing values that drive those actions.  Ideologies of nature and nature-culture 

dualisms manifest themselves in everyday urban land-use practices and landscapes 

(Wolch et al 2002:33); they are the spatial applications of the prevailing ideologies.  

Development of urban green space “reflects changing attitudes and values about nature, 

race and class, and about cities themselves” (Pincetl and Gearin 2005:381).  For example, 
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in the past, open space concerns helped create natural areas in the city.  But the desire to 

increase property values and economic growth drove the burial of many creeks.  Today, 

the value placed on ecological integrity in cities, expressed by the modern creek 

restoration movement drives some restoration efforts.  These values are not spread 

uniformly across neighborhoods, and values alone are not enough to drive action.   

Scalar considerations are important to examine.  At the municipal scale, one 

expression of new prevailing environmental values are regulations that preserve or 

enhance nature in cities.  New countywide stormwater management and pollution 

prevention regulations are causing developers to think about the basic hydrology of their 

properties and incorporate site-appropriate design into their plans.  Other municipal 

environmental regulations over creeks have no teeth; they may not actually cause an 

increase in creek restoration or faux creek creation: a Creeks Protection Ordinance that 

does not apply to culverted creeks, such as Oakland’s, does not apply to most creeks in 

the city.  Some creeks or creek reaches are protected by these local ordinances while 

others are not.   

The balkanization of political jurisdictions in the East Bay may also be 

contributing to the fragmentation of urban creek restoration efforts.  Creeks do not notice 

when they cross multiple political boundaries with different goals and financial resources.  

Mixed, conflicting, and overlapping jurisdictions contribute to an atmosphere of 

inactivity to restore urban creeks.  Urban watersheds can intersect multiple adjacent 

cities, one or more counties, a flood control district, a water and sewer district, various 
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private developments and business districts, and homeowners associations.  Some creeks 

are within the jurisdiction of the Alameda County Flood Control District, while some are 

not.  For example, the City of Berkeley, which opted out of the Alameda County Flood 

Control District and manages its own creeks, is establishing a track record of daylighting 

its creeks, whereas neighboring Oakland, in Zone 12 of the Flood Control District, is not.  

Possibly, years of entrenched values in Berkeley that favor more vital forms of 

restoration keep faux restoration forms at bay.  In Oakland, one developer - Bakery Lofts 

– lacks surface development rights and proposes a faux creek, whereas another – The 

Creek Side - has those rights and does not implement the idea.   

At the neighborhood scale, Potemkin Creek represented a compromise between 

differing values expressed in the neighborhood: flood protection for a predictable 

economic environment, preservation of investments in real property, and the 

preservationist notions of the nascent urban environmental movement as applied to urban 

neighborhoods.  Protest of and resistance to the complete build-out of the urban 

environment in the 1970s probably had some origins in the spirit of protest of the 

previous decade.  The group that fought for but lost an open, preserved Temescal Creek 

inadvertently paved the way for preserved open space containing a physical remembrance 

of the creek.  However, decades later, these values seem to have split into camps, some of 

which support only actual daylighting of the creek, and others of which will accept that 

there is value in “potemkinization” of the creek. 
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At the scale of individual parcels, the specific wording of easements on parcels 

can also be a formidable barrier.  Private landholders and developers who negotiated for 

more profitable easements with surface development rights impede the progress towards 

restoration, because there are economic incentives to build rather than restore.  The Creek 

Side parcel historically had an easement that prohibited construction over the culvert, 

which was replaced by one with limited surface development rights.  The Bakery Lofts 

parcel also started with a public culvert, but no owners ever gained the ability to construct 

over it.  The easement at Bakery Lofts is the material manifestation of the presence of a 

creek; it acts like a conservation easement.  It could represent the symbolic presence of 

the creek as easily as a faux creek itself.  A private creek in lieu of a building is a possible 

result there, not because it is the only option, but it is one way for the developer to extract 

exchange value from the creek, in much the same way a parking lot would.  Residents use 

parking spaces the way they use the faux creek – it has use value for them that they will 

exchange for money.  In addition, some reaches spatially intersect with private property 

while others are in the public realm.   

There are very imposing physical, cultural, financial, and legal constraints to 

daylighting culverted creeks.  Some of these are the very same factors that, it is argued in 

this paper, leave open the possibilities of creating Potemkin creeks.  In terms of physical 

constraints, a daylighted creek in these neighborhoods, in order to have a stable slope 

with a 3:1 width to height ratio would need 150 feet on each side of the creek midline.  

The parcels in these neighborhoods are simply not large enough to allow a profitable 
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commercial business and a restored creek with stable banks.  In some cases existing 

neighborhood buildings or underground infrastructure would be undermined by 

restoration, opening up liability concerns.  No developer on Temescal Creek has seriously 

proposed opening up the culvert, if only for this reason. 

The ‘Green Building’ movement, and investment in green infrastructure 

generally, are causing many changes to the ways cities interact with the environment.  

The very new, and as yet unspecific, U.S. Green Building Council’s LEED (Leadership 

in Energy and Environmental Design) for Neighborhood Development rating system 

includes language against impacting existing water bodies (undefined) and against 

development on 100 year floodplains.  Strengthened, these guidelines could offer points 

for creating faux creeks or restoring creeks.  ‘Green Infrastructure’ is a term used in Low 

Impact Design (LID) that takes hydrology into account by designing detention basins, 

constructed wetlands, and swales into neighborhoods to create soft-engineering flood 

protection (see Figure 39).  So far, developers whose properties intersect the Temescal 

Creek culvert have utilized these new practices only for the creation of faux creeks. 
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Temescal 
Creek / 

Potemkin 
Creek 

Figure 39: Lower Temescal Creek, 1856, with marshy area visible at San Pablo Avenue, where a 
constructed wetland could be considered.  Source: United States Coast Survey 1856. 

 
While these factors might make it appear likely that a faux creek would be 

produced, other factors that would seem to contribute are apparently not necessary 

prerequisites.  A spatially contiguous connection with another faux creek element might 

be helpful, but as has been shown in the case of Bakery Lofts it is not required.  This 

demonstrates the fragility of the idea of spatially contiguous ecology.  The use of actual 

creek water seems necessary to convey legitimacy or authenticity to a faux creek, but it is 

not always practically feasible even when it flows directly beneath the property, also 

demonstrating the fragile ecological value of this type of design.  A faux creek can also 
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happen without an active neighborhood or creek group pushing for restoration or 

ecological or ‘green’ projects.  For example, these values were not expressed in the 

Bakery Lofts project. 

For Temescal Creek, these factors have tended to not lead to a daylighting of any 

sections of the creek.  Instead, they seem to be leading to increased faux creek 

development.  The theory of overdeterminism, with its recognition of conflicting forces, 

applies well here.  However one overriding factor seems to be worth discussing: 

commodification of nature disguised as restoration.  

 

Exploring the Literature 

 The literature that explores ideas of restoration and how cities metabolize and 

transform nature sheds light on the ways that Potemkin creeks can be framed and 

examined as cultural phenomena.  They reveal intricacies of the meaning of these creeks 

that are not apparent from observation of the creek itself.  The literature also, for the most 

part, fails to imagine the specific phenomenon of faux creeks as emerging alternatives to 

restoration.  For its part, the faux creek itself informs the ideas presented in the literature 

on the social construction of nature, the flexibility of ideas of restoration, and the 

application of the idea of universal commodification. 

Much of the literature on socionature examine water resources as hybrids on the 

scale of massive Modernist transboundary water projects (e.g. Swyngedouw 1996; 

Swyngedouw 1999; Gandy 2002; Kaika 2006); many of these fail to examine small scale 
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processes in actual neighborhoods.  The same is often true of literature on gentrification.  

Restoration studies, on the other hand, deal with the scale of one creek reach, but have 

not often been applied to urban nature.  For this reason it is worthwhile to let these bodies 

of knowledge inform each other.  This can lead to new understandings of the relationship 

between the economy and ideas of nature in urban settings. 

 

Nature and Restoration on Temescal Creek 

 Theories describing the ways to conceptualize nature and culture affect debates 

about what to restore and to what condition, and can have important implications for 

public policy and how funds are allocated and even which neighborhoods are the subjects 

of these efforts.  Potemkin Creek exemplifies the dual and simultaneous characteristics of 

landscapes as both nature and culture.  It captures the idea of socionature or hybrids that 

incorporate the biophysical and geophysical properties of first nature with the technology 

and values of human culture.  To some observers it appears as natural, unaltered, but this 

is merely a mask for its extreme artifice.   

The Temescal Creek of the 1960s was already an increasingly altered hydrologic 

regime, hybridized again and again to meet the changing needs of the inhabitants.  To the 

original inhabitants of the floodplain, it would have been a shock to see the incised and 

trash strewn, somewhat armored, dumping ground of Temescal Creek of the 1950s and 

1960s.  The creek’s use value had been changed from sustenance provider to waste 

receiver.  The creek was not a pristine and cherished part of the environment but a 
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nuisance, detrimental to the investment people wanted to make in their homes and 

businesses.  To those who still could perceive an idealized nature in the troubled creek, it 

was a channel that no longer had an adequate floodplain.  Actively managing the creek in 

a way that would restore its hydrologic functions as a creek was not considered viable.  

So instead of restoration, further engineering was applied.  As the value of restoring 

urban creeks ascended in the 1970s, a way was proposed to simulate restoration with 

more engineering: a faux creek.   

This applied engineering continues today.  As an exercise in restoration, Potemkin 

Creek barely qualifies.  Anne Riley, a local urban creeks restoration specialist, defines 

restoration as the act of intentionally reversing or mitigating the damage done by people 

to indigenous ecosystems, and to create healthy relationships between people and nature 

(Riley 1998:27).  Restoration is generally a reestablishment of biological, chemical, and 

physical functioning of especially aquatic, riparian, and terrestrial environments (Purcell 

et al 2002).  Potemkin Creek fails in all but attempting to remind people of their 

relationship to their environment.  For Carole Schimmerling, East Bay creek restoration 

activist, an example of successful local restoration is a revegetation project on a stream 

that now has so much vegetation you can’t even see the creek; here, the needs of the 

environment outweigh the needs of the people.  This is a view of restoration that is less 

fluid than concepts of restoration that are based in social constructivism.  

According to Bruce Rhoads, naturalization “implicitly acknowledges that the 

concept of ‘natural’ is a social construct and that each community socially negotiates an 
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appropriate mix of human and biophysical components in the local landscape. … 

naturalization thus embraces the idea that human intervention in biophysical systems may 

be part of the current ‘‘natural’’ dynamics of this system” (Rhoads 1999:304-305).  But 

even this definition probably does not go far enough to describe Potemkin Creek.  There 

are no “sustainable, morphologically and hydraulically varied, yet dynamically stable 

fluvial systems that are capable of supporting healthy, biologically diverse aquatic 

ecosystems” (Rhoads 1999:304) on Potemkin Creek. 

If Potemkin Creek is a positive example of how nature and culture intertwine, in 

that its presence provides educational opportunities about the watershed that would have 

been lost if the ‘reconstituted creek’ had not been created, it might provide some of what 

the restorationist William Jordan (2003) calls a ‘healing technology.’  People have clearly 

found value in maintaining and preserving Potemkin Creek, for its neighborhood 

enhancement attributes, for a place for children to explore, and as a reminder of what lies 

beneath the surface.  It does appear ‘natural’ to casual observers; thus, “I can’t believe 

it’s not nature.”  Juliet Lamont, East Bay creek restoration consultant, says we have to 

“re-visibilize” water networks, and Robin Grossinger of SFEI says we need to “bring 

ecology and hydrology into the urban fabric.”  These are important goals that may not 

require full daylighting of urban creeks.  This gets close to what Frederick Turner called 

‘the invented landscape’.  Turner’s inventionism (in Baldwin et al 1994), with its 

emphasis on human faculties and experiences as the basis for deciding how to do 
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restoration, seems the most apt description of Potemkin Creek of all those encountered in 

the literature.   

If we look at Potemkin Creek without prejudice, it may pass as a good 

demonstration of the lack of distinction between nature and culture (Eden et al 2000; 

Wilson 1992).  Humans are part of nature and what we do is natural, not unnatural or 

extra-natural.  Potemkin Creek is natural and cultural, but is no more 'restored nature' 

than the Temescal Creek of the early 20th Century was pristine nature.  True restoration 

would bring back all the features of the historic creek, even unliked ones, such as 

flooding and sediment deposition.  The creek wasn’t natural at the start of the story; it 

was already altered by human ingenuity; humans were modifying and managing the 

environment for thousands of years.  That modification always had human needs in mind, 

and of all the terms used in the literature, commodification may best describe the rebirth 

of environmental features on Temescal Creek.  There is no going back to a primitive 

nature; we have to take civilization as our starting point (Jordan in Baldwin et al 1994).   

 

Commodifying Nature 

As Alexander Wilson (1992) wrote, “When our physical surroundings are sold to 

us as ‘natural’ we should pay close attention” (Wilson 1992:12).  What has been 

‘restored’ on Temescal Creek is not the ecology or hydrology, but its value to the local 

economy.  The new Temescal Creek, or Potemkin Creek, is a hybridized socionatural 

creek, ‘restored’ to a form with exchange values.  It was brought back into the narrative 
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of the city where it could be of use again to development and expansion forces – just as 

capital is turning again from suburban development back to involuted urban infill projects 

where better rates of return can currently be found, and as the economy was turning 

towards a ‘green’ investments.  Faced with the ‘barriers to production’ that the buried 

infrastructure of the creek represents, capital found a way to recreate the value of the 

creek, in situ, with minimal investment and without disrupting the physical infrastructure 

that helps stabilize property values.   

For developers, Potemkin creeks are an idea that could enhance their project’s 

eco-credibility.  The potential for creating unconnected faux creeks above the culvert 

relies on a perceived benefit to developers of creating a façade of a creek, commodifying 

and marketing it.  In this way, the economy produces faux nature to sell back to us.  

Regardless of how close to a pre-human state any object or landscape is, capitalism 

incorporates it into the economy to derive surplus value from it: “In a capitalist economy, 

land and the improvements built onto it become commodities (Smith 1996a:58).   

The more altered a creek is, the more technology that is applied to it, the more 

surplus value that can be derived from it.  The historic urban creek, for example, provided 

inputs to production and also was directly consumed.  The storm culvert that replaced it 

allowed a spatial reshaping of the environment to open up new land for investment, and 

had no consumptive use.  The purpose of the faux creek for private developers is to 

recreate a use value – aesthetic, recreational - that people instantly recognize, that they 

will pay for, giving it exchange value for the owner.  It is a value-added creek.  Because 
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it is private land, someone can capitalize on it and sell it.  It is the perception of use value 

that is an exchange value for developers.  The consumption of the new creek obscures the 

past periods of production of the hidden creek below.   

Marx described the fetishization of the commodity, in which the object itself 

obscures the processes of production.  The complete disconnection between the faux 

creek and the socio-historical process of burying the creek after the development of the 

region and acquisition of the Mokelumne River waters exemplify this.  Temescal Creek’s 

troubled past as a neglected and abused landscape feature has been magically sanitized 

away with the creation of a faux creek that cannot flood but provides benefits.  The use 

value of a creek is divorced from the messiness of a drainage system.  This solution 

benefits property owners, but also the local Flood Control District and local politicians.  

Potemkin Creek is a fetishized commodity in that it hides the social and development 

processes that buried the creek in the first place as well as the reasons it is being 

resurrected: profit for developers.  This demonstrates the role of local governments: to 

bolster development and rents, but not to enhance use values (Logan and Molotch 1987). 

The case of Potemkin Creek demonstrates one way in which the built 

environment is being updated to allow for new means of accumulation.  Either as 

daylighted creek or faux creek, this new landscape is a result of investment and provides 

opportunities for further investment.  The areas around north Oakland, downtown 

Oakland, and Emeryville are seeing high rates of re-investment in the built environment.  

The result is a new landscape of eco-gentrification.  The attention to creating a 
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Strawberry Creek Plaza in Downtown Berkeley with a partially daylighted creek is 

instructive.  Carole Schimmerling, local creek activist, thinks the only reason that there is 

attention on restoring Strawberry Creek in downtown Berkeley is because there is new 

emphasis on redevelopment of area.  In fact, the proposed diversion channel for 

Strawberry Creek goes along the downtown street that is being re-invested in, not one 

block away where the culvert actually runs.   

Recognizing human needs and ecological needs and designing and building for 

them is not new.  “What we call “built environments” are historically specific results of 

socio-ecological processes” (Heynen et al 2006:5).  The built environment in cities is 

subject to prevailing values as well as market forces.  The “built environment for 

consumption” becomes the “built environment for production,” and the stream’s use 

value masks exchange value as Potemkin creeks.  The result of the specific socio-

ecological processes is a ‘green’ built environment of LEED certified dense housing with 

environmental amenities.  The literature on gentrification has not extensively looked at 

how a highly contrived nature can be created in the city to facilitate this type of growth.   

Landscapes, as part of this built environment, are historically and culturally 

contingent spaces.  “Humans and nature construct one another” (Wilson 1992:13).  Cities 

are built on multiple layers of infrastructure, laws, cultural norms, and past practices that 

make understanding specific phenomenon found in cities more complicated than at first 

appears.  Potemkin Creek may be a fake creek, but the landscape it inhabits is real, and 

people live within it, alter it, and seek to understand it even if it is ‘artificial’.   
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Towards a Definition of Faux Creeks 

Potemkin Creek in Oakland, California is different from other creek and creek-

like water bodies one could encounter in the landscape.  Potemkin Creek is not like the 

Los Angeles River, whose dry-season flow is all effluent from a waste-water treatment 

plant; nor is it like the San Antonio River Walk which was never fully buried, though that 

city has exemplified commodifying a tamed nature; nor is it Seoul, South Korea’s 

Cheonggyecheon, which is also a restored former culvert, which pumps water from 

downstream and from a sewage treatment plant up to the creek to maintain a minimum 

flow in the dry season, because it also serves as an actual drainage network during the 

rainy season.   

Instead, Potemkin Creek is directly above the intact flood control culvert of 

Temescal Creek and is intended by some to represent the buried creek, and believed by 

others to be the historic creek.  Its flow is fed from a pump submerged in the culvert, and 

its waters eventually drop back down into that culvert.  The pump creates flow in the 

channel only during the dry-season, and only during the day.  It is different from 

‘diversion channels’ in that it does not accommodate peak storm flows; it is different 

from other pump-driven creeks and horizontal fountains in that it refers to a historic water 

body and connects people to a lost (and somewhat sanitized) past.   

A similar project exists in Southern California.  Rowley shows that the restoration 

of White Oak Creek in Simi Valley at a new suburban housing development was also 
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initiated for flood control, is a faux-creek, and was developer driven.  White Oak Creek 

went from naturally ephemeral to artificially perennial: “The low flow device is 

calibrated not to rainfall data but to neighborhood runoff flow rates, the actual reliable 

source of water for the restoration. In this respect, “natural” hydrologic conditions were 

determined not to be the governing design requirement for long-term success—flow rates 

out of the upstream neighborhoods were the determinant” (Rowley 2003:8). 

Potemkin creeks, like Potemkin Villages, reveal even as they obscure.  The façade 

is made of ideas and the words that describe them.  It is a longing for an idealized version 

of how cities can be more ecological.  It is part riparian corridor, part machine, in a form 

that blends nature and culture into one new whole.  But unlike its historical namesake, the 

historic record shows that there actually were villages along the Dnieper: the sham was 

saying something real was fake in order to discredit Prince Potemkin (Montefiore 2001).   

Is the benefit of this process a restored environment that an ecologist could be 

proud of?  “Many experts agree that urban creek projects cannot be considered 

‘restorations’ due to the highly developed catchment basins and altered hydrologic 

systems” (Jencks 2004:17).  Yet, there are benefits: “reduced flooding, reduced property 

damage, increased access to green space for recreation and aesthetic enjoyment, and the 

less tangible benefits of access to natural processes and systems that vary with exposure 

with seasonal rainfall patterns.” (Jencks 2004:17).   

It would be overly optimistic to claim many of these benefits for Potemkin Creek 

or the faux creeks it is spawning.  Yet some of the participants in the creek’s revival are 
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managing to turn the process of commodification around, and are speaking to the 

admittedly small beneficial effects of the hydrologic awareness for the populace, 

especially children.  The fake animals that will be installed for viewing along the creek 

represent this trend.    

A faux creek represents a fetishized commodity with use value and exchange 

value, created from the complicated urban palimpsest of gentrification, property values, 

failing urban infrastructure and differing easements.  The critical point is this: it does not 

matter as much what category a thing is in, be it ‘nature,’ ‘culture,’ ‘commodity,’ but 

what its relationships to other things are.  Essentializing objects into specific categories or 

containers, such as nature, artifact, or commodity actually obscures the more subtle 

meanings of a thing, when all things have multiple natural, cultural, economic aspects all 

tied together.  “One who assumes that the city has supplanted ‘nature’ is not likely to see 

the effects of the natural processes that still shape its landscape; another who believes that 

the city has degraded ‘nature’ is apt to see only pollution” (Spirn 2005:409).  Rather than 

seeing the world as synthetic, which may yield an undying pessimism, there is the option 

to see it as a synthesis, which keeps open the possibilities of recognizing and 

accentuating the constituent parts.   

The opinions local experts express about faux creeks, Potemkin Creek in 

particular, are unsurprisingly rich in thoughtfulness.  Bruce Douglas a neighborhood 

activist who moved close to the reconstituted creek in the 1980s and co-founded the 

FOTC, believes creeks need to be a “functioning part of the community,” and Joan Marie 



 
 

 
 

131

Woods of FOTC, no fan of faux creeks in general, points out that having real creek water 

flowing through these faux creeks is important, because of the ways it symbolically 

references that we live in a watershed.    

 Will Mollard of Hauser Architects pointed out that daylighting, if it actually 

restored the creek, would be restoring flood hazards.  If we want people to connect with 

the creek, it has to be safe and consistent and pleasant, which the historic creeks may not 

have been (Will Mollard, personal communication).  This is a more utilitarian value than 

expressed by the ‘natural’ creek advocates.   

Robin Freeman, co-founder of Friends of Temescal Creek and watershed 

educator, moved to the Temescal Watershed in 1979.  He maintains that “cultural aspects 

of creeks are ignored by the official watershed community” (Robin Freeman, personal 

communication).  The connection to creeks isn’t just ecological, it is aesthetic, spiritual, 

and economic; these are valid relationships.  His ideas are informed by the restoration 

ecologist William Jordan, who insisted that humans have to participate in nature and have 

an economic relationship to it.  As long as salmon are the ultimate measure of success for 

creek groups, they set themselves up to fail: “The social support for creeks is critical for 

the salmon support” (Robin Freeman, personal communication).  Salmon are never the 

problem, humans and their lack of connection is the problem, Freeman argues.   

“A creek is different than a park; a creek is a wild place” (Bruce Douglas in 

Norman 2006:151).  Yet the creek had not been wild for over a century.  The history of 

the creek shows that it was no longer a ‘natural’ channel but rather a commodified and re-
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commodified factor of production.  Each new configuration of the creek becomes the 

starting point for its next phase, always with economic forces shaping the development, 

always with the creek’s response determining how it will fare.  It has been metabolized 

by the city and the city transformed by it, and the boundaries between the two are 

indistinct.  Nature in a sense has never left the city, so there is no need to ‘bring it back to 

the city’.  Rather it has been turned into a component of the city.  This reading of the 

history of the creek shows that, at least in a cursory way, Temescal Creek has been and 

continues to be used by the community to ensure economic prosperity, rather than 

ecological integrity.  Any efforts today to ‘bring back the creek’ are severely constrained 

by real material physical barriers as well as an economy that uses restoration as a new 

means for economic growth.   

Potemkin Creek demonstrates our conflicted and changing relationship with urban 

nature.  Potemkin Creek, like those Potemkin Villages, both obstructs and reveals.  As a 

symbolic representation of Temescal Creek or a ‘restored’ version of it, it reveals the 

hidden hydrological networks that still operate; as a commodity, it hides those very 

networks.  Temescal Creek is not restored by Potemkin Creek; a true native riparian 

habitat will not thrive there with the current flow regime; salmonids, the benchmark of 

stream restoration, will not spawn there.  However, there is hope among some that it can 

help restore a relationship for people to have with nature, if not nature itself.   
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The Future of Potemkin Creeks 

Recently, a San Francisco Bay protection NGO (Save the Bay) proposed that 

wetland restoration along the rim of the Bay should be achieved by a region-wide agency 

rather than piecemeal by multiple agencies operating in multiple cities and counties.  

Governance at ever larger, regional scales, in the form of multi-jurisdiction water supply 

agencies, precipitated the abandonment of creeks and their culverting a century ago.  The 

proper scale for rehabilitation efforts may be regional rather than local, in the form of 

Special Districts14, which have the power to act and to tax.  The East Bay Regional Park 

District and the East Bay Municipal Utility District have planners, GIS professionals, and 

naturalists on staff, and watershed planning and environmental stewardship as core 

values, and could be tapped to do more for local creeks.   

Public-private partnerships may be emerging to take over the management of 

streams and stormwater, at first on very small scales.  Platt identifies several factors that 

contribute to improved watershed-level planning: ‘forcing’ issues that stimulate local 

concern; community catalysts such as individuals or NGOs; strategic alliances; creative 

funding strategies; and focus on small sections as models  (Platt 2006:41).  Others 

suggest finding ways to “encourage cooperation between local actors with conflicting 

interests, divergent geographic bases, and overlapping administrative interests” (Lubell et 

al 2002:148).  The interests of neighborhoods, developers, public officials, environmental 

protectors have to converge. 
                                                 
14 In California, a Special District provides specific services to a specific area, as distinguished from 
general government such as cities and counties. 
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Geophysical processes alter the landscape, and the physical matrix on which the 

city resides changes through time.  Nature bats last, and catastrophic events threaten to 

disrupt the engineered artificial water infrastructure we have created, from dams to levees 

to drainage channels.  As Spirn has observed in her Boston neighborhoods, whole 

neighborhoods above culverts have collapsed, sinkholes have devoured homes, and rising 

groundwater, the result of trans-basin water transfers into the cities, undermines 

foundations (Spirn 2005).  The Bay Area has had dramatic landscape-altering events such 

as collapsing overhead freeways.  Creek culverts are not so different.  Stormwater will 

continue to seek the shortest path from mountain to sea, despite all the socionatural 

phenomenon we put in its path to control it.  Urban runoff shunted into underground 

channels may once again travel along the surface when those channels collapse in place.  

Urbanized floodplains may return to woodlots and gardens. 

The changing geophysical landscape of the city caused an increase in flood 

hazards that led to physical control of waterways.  The city will continue to change, and 

opportunities may appear.  For example, wastewater and stormwater quality are 

continuing to decline as pharmaceuticals and industrial chemicals proliferate; the systems 

designed in the 20th Century are not up to the task of proper filtration before discharge.  

“Many urban communities are beginning to adjust to biophysical constraints rather than 

ignoring them or overcoming them technologically,” and urban stream corridors, 

wetlands, and coastal estuaries are the leading edge of this process (Platt 2006:31).   
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As the physical infrastructure of the 20th Century, such as the sewers and storm 

drains, breaks down, threatening accumulation of profits, a new round of investments is 

required.  Simultaneously, people are looking for opportunities to restore cities to more 

natural conditions, and eco-friendly lifestyles and building methods also becoming more 

prevalent.  This provides opportunities both to daylight creeks and design faux creeks.  

Investment can look like ‘eco-gentrification’ that capitalizes on the current interest in 

restorative and environmentally sensitive lifestyles.  The private sector can provide for 

this need through the creation of newer forms of socionature that actually mimic 

restoration.  But environmental protection, in order to succeed, may first need to be 

recognized as a profitable activity for the private sector.  Not every solution offered by 

urban creek enthusiasts has to represent full daylighting.  Creating swales and linear 

parks that cross contours could be beneficial for diverting and spreading water.  These 

linear parks above culverts can be restored later, after homes abutting them have been 

sold, demolished, or destroyed by time’s ravages.  They help maintain some of habitat 

and genetic material, even if in small pockets, insignificant in themselves but with 

cumulative ecological impacts.  Vacant lots could be used as stormwater detention 

facilities (retention basins), avoiding combined storm sewer overflows (Spirn 2005). 

Ideas spread across the landscape like water on an alluvial plain; or maybe they 

move like water pumped over and across drainage divides.  The former seems like how 

ideas spread naturally, the latter involves human ingenuity and effort.  The idea of faux 

creeks is moving downstream along Temescal Creek from its inception at Potemkin 
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Creek, and may start crossing into adjacent local watersheds or spreading to other cities.  

The East Bay may become known, perhaps shamefully, as the ‘birthplace of the faux 

creek movement’.  Potemkin creeks that serve specific socio-ecological-economic 

functions on specific land parcels are beginning to flow.  Perhaps a series of Potemkin 

creeks carrying a portion of the drainage will one day flow from the East Bay hills to the 

San Francisco Bay, while the bulk of the drainage water still flows unimpeded and 

unnoticed underground.  Perhaps Potemkin Creek presages a future of privatized creeks 

or designer creeks.  Perhaps not, but at this writing at least, buried, forgotten Temescal 

Creek is reasserting itself into the city’s narrative.  As the environmental historian Donald 

Worster says, the history of nature and the history of the environmental transformation by 

humans should be studied simultaneously, to explore “the ways in which the biophysical 

world has influenced the course of human history and the ways in which people have 

thought about and tried to transform their surroundings” (Worster 1993:20).   

In “A Brook in the City” Robert Frost concludes a rather somber poem about the 

death-by-city of a local creek by wondering if “the thoughts may not have risen that so 

keep, This new-built city from both work and sleep.”  The hidden creek may yet 

influence urban design to work more in conformity with natural processes which, though 

hidden, have not gone away.  Indeed, the hidden creek never stopped influencing urban 

form and design, as the poem’s opening stanza observes the new curved street that is a 

trace of the creek elbow that used to exist there, “averse to square”.
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Epilogue:  Earth Day 2008 

March and April 2008, were two of the driest of those months on record in the East Bay.  

The flow season on Potemkin Creek usually starts in May, when most of the rain has 

passed and the mini-culverts and channels can be cleaned out without fear of getting 

obstructed again until the autumn storms start.  This year, Earth Day was set as the 

anticipated date to start the pump that controls the flow on Potemkin Creek.  The 

intention was for the City of Oakland to fulfill its obligation to prepare the surface 

features before the Alameda County Flood Control District prepared the underground 

components.  On April 19th, the City of Oakland celebrated Earth Day with creek and 

park cleanups throughout the city.  Dozens of volunteers, including from the FROG Park 

group, Friends of Temescal Creek, the DMV neighborhood association, as well as a troop 

of Boy Scouts, converged on Potemkin Creek to clear back brush, rake detritus from the 

channel, and do weeding.  They were joined by firefighters from the local stationhouse 

and Oakland Parks and Recreation workers.  The posters announcing the cleanup offered, 

as an added attraction, the possibility that the creek would flow that day (see Figures 40, 

41, and 42).  
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Figure 40: Earth Day Flyer. 
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Figure 41: Earth Day cleanup of Potemkin Creek.  Photo by Jon Bauer. 

 

 

Figure 42: Oakland Earth Day cleanup of Potemkin Creek.  Photo by Jon Bauer. 
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The following Tuesday, April 22, Earth Day, Alameda County Flood Control 

District workers opened up the access gate to the culvert itself and the access hatch to the 

pump and pump controls.  They had to clear silt from the channel and move the weirs in 

the culvert so water from Temescal Creek would be diverted into the pump station (see 

Figure 43).  Potemkin Creek was to begin its 2008 dry-season flow. 

 

Figure 43: Getting the Pump ready for Potemkin Creek's summer flow.  Photo by Jon Bauer. 

 
However, the actual mechanics did not work out quite as planned.  According to 

Gene Mazza of the Flood Control District, as the first water was sent from the pump to 

the pond, it backed up onto the adjacent pavement via a drain that no one had realized 
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was connected; he requested the City to flush the line and inspect the pipes (Gene Mazza, 

personal communication).  After this was done some days later, the pond filled (see 

Figure 44 and 45) and on May 1, 2008, Potemkin Creek flowed again, perhaps no-one the 

wiser (see Figure 46), the hidden infrastructure of flood control and property values 

safely tucked away below (see Figure 47). 

 

Figure 44: Potemkin Creek's first flow of 2008 - April 22, Earth Day.  Photo by Jon Bauer. 
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Figure 45: The pond filled on May 1, 2008.  Photo by Jon Bauer 

 

 

Figure 46: Guarding Potemkin Creek's pump.  Photo by Jon Bauer. 
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Figure 47: The truth finally told, under a freeway overpass in Berkeley.  Photo by Jon Bauer. 
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