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Perennial Tributaries of
San Pablo Creek

The mission of SPAWNERS is to protect, preserve, and educate our local citizens about the San Pablo Creek
watershed. Specifically, SPAWNERS is concerned with that part of the watershed below the San Pablo Reservoir,
all the way to the point that its waters mingle with the salt water of San Pablo Bay. The creek above the reservoir is
generally referred to as Orinda Creek, and its care is the province of the Friends of Orinda Creek. The map above
shows San Pablo Creek flowing from the reservoir to the bay and it will be immediately noted that, in the upper
portion of its transit, there are numerous named tributaries flowing into the primary stream. Almost all of these
little creeks flow for only a short time during our rainy months, and are generally referred to as “ephemeral” or
“seasonal” streams. Only three of our local tributaries flow year-round, and these are known as “perennial”
streams. Curiously, all three of these creeks are situated on the right side (facing downstream-roughly north) of San
Pablo Creek. Apparently, all are fed by springs which are able to feed the creeks year-round.
Besides our concern with the main waterway, after which our watershed is named, SPAWNERS has naturally
concerned itself with the health and well-being of these perennial tributaries. Indeed, without their waters during
our dry summer months, San Pablo Creek might well cease to flow continuously to the bay, becoming merely a
series of stagnant pools. Their health is critical to the health of San Pablo Creek and the watershed as a whole. So
let’s step back for a moment and take a look at our signature creek and the tributaries that nurture it.
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San Pablo Creek
Before the construction of the San Pablo Reservoir around 1920,
San Pablo Creek ran continuously for almost 19 miles, from a
point above Orinda to San Pablo Bay. The dam split the creek
into two parts, each about equal in length. Thus, if we discount
the portion covered by the lake, we can estimate that the lower
portion of the creek runs for about 8 miles.
Here we see a portion of the creek just behind the El Sobrante
library, which flows through a site that SPAWNERS has been
working on for over 20 years. This photo was taken several years
ago, and shows the steep banks covered with hemp cloth, put in
place to stop erosion and to provide holding ground for native
plants, replacing the invasive ivy which covered this site.
For most of its journey from the dam to the bay, the ground slopes gently, allowing the waters to meander and for
deep pools to appear. Here we see San Pablo Creek as it passes by St. Joseph Cemetery in San Pablo. The rounded
“stones” are cement-filled burlap bags, used to stabilize the steep
creek banks. In fact, due to the deep gorge through which most of
the creek flows, its course has altered little over the years. Our El
Sobrante Rancho map, dated 1909, clearly shows the creek in much
the same channel that it occupies today. This deep channel also
means that the creek is largely hidden from view, only appearing
briefly as it approaches San Pablo Bay.
We are now at the
mouth of San
Pablo Creek, and can clearly see the extensive marsh through
which the creek passes before entering the bay. Together with
Wildcat Creek just to the south, these two streams create one
uninterrupted marsh which is home to many native plants, birds,
and mammals. The marsh is protected: the Wildcat section is
part of the East Bay Regional Parks system, while the old garbage
landfill has been converted into a 3-mile walkable loop, part of
the San Francisco Bay Trail. If you like watching water birds or
would like a unique view of the bay and an easy walk, this loop
trail is not to be missed.

Castro Creek
As we follow San Pablo Creek from the point that it emerges at the bottom of the reservoir, we need travel less
than a mile before we encounter our first perennial tributary, Castro Creek. Named for the family of Patricio Castro
(son of Victor Castro) who built a ranch along the stream, this little tributary is quite short, perhaps less than a mile
in length. It first makes its appearance just off Castro Ranch Road, on the western end of the Carriage Hills North
housing development. Unlike San Pablo Creek, the channel is quite steep, resulting in a fast-running stream which
in many places, cuts down to bare rock.
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The photo at left was taken during a heavy rain, creating the
usual muddy brown water that we expect to see. At right is a
more tranquil
image, taken in the
spring, revealing
the beautiful little
pool just below
the spot where the
first picture was
taken. It could be
Hawaii.
Passing under Castro Ranch Road, the creek runs through the old
Castro ranch before entering the tunnel under Hillside Drive. Here the stream encounters a drop structure, perhaps
8 feet in depth, which in winter storms creates the sound of a healthy waterfall. Unfortunately, this structure solidly
blocks the passage of any of the fish (stickleback and California roach) that inhabit San Pablo Creek. However, the
creek is a favorite breeding ground of the California newt, which can be seen, in the spring, in pools close to
Hillside Drive, and at the very top of the creek, by the housing development.
Much of the creek (including the waterfall and pool) is on property owned by the East Bay Regional Park District.
Virtually all of it is hidden from view by heavy vegetation that lines the stream. Few people have ever had a chance
to appreciate the beauty of this little gem. On the plus side, the creek, aside from the short stretch that runs along
the east side of Castro Ranch Road as it approaches Hillside Drive, there is little trash and debris in the creek.

Wilkie Creek
Aside from our site behind the El Sobrantre Library, along San Pablo Creek,
our site along Wilkie Creek has become increasingly important, and has
consumed much of our work and attention. Named after a past owner of the
land through which this creek passes, Wilkie Creek, like most of our local
creeks, is little known and only occasionally
visible. Like all of the tributaries, it is fed by a
spring. This spring, like the springs feeding the
other creeks, may be augmented by plant and
lawn watering of homeowners living along the
stream.
Virtually all of the upper portion of Wilkie Creek is funneled through a pipe, along
Morningside Drive, with the creek only coming into view just to the southwest of
Valley View Road, at the intersection with May Road. At this point, the creek bed is
only gently sloped, and the stream meanders along De Anza High School, through
the backyards of homeowners, swings around Sheldon School, and empties quietly
into San Pablo Creek. There are fish in the creek, stickleback and California Roach.
Crayfish are plentiful. But, for some reason not yet understood, no fish have been seen in the creek above the
tunnel that passes underneath Santa Rita Road. This limit to the lower portion of the open creek is repeated in our
next, and last tributary.
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If you’d like
to attend
Theresa
Halula’s
talk, just
click on the
link below
and fill out
our simple
form with
your name
and email
address, and
we will send
you the
zoom link a
few days
before the
event!

Appian Creek
Taking its
name from
the road
along
which it
meanders
for much
of its
length,
Appian Creek appears briefly on the west side of
Appian Way near the “Y” at the intersection with
Valley View, then passes underneath Appian Way,
turns right, and flows along the road, hidden by
housing and businesses, until it emerges at the open
area which was home to the Boys and Girls Club.
Here we see the
creekside covered
with hemp netting,
part of a
SPAWNERS
effort to clean up
and rehabilitate
this quiet stream.
Unfortunately,
that effort has
been on hold for some years now, as a result of the transfer of the property to
new owners.

Continuing past the fire station, the Salvation Army
housing complex, and the old mobile home site, the
creek swings west, passing beneath Appian Way once
again, on its way to its junction with San Pablo Creek.
As noted above, the fish population (mostly
stickleback, but there may be California Roach here
too) seem to be limited to the lower portion of the
creek. Behind the old Boys and Girls club, there is a
little waterfall that may pose too great a challenge to
the little minnows.
Together, these four streams represent a precious
resource for our community and for the natural
community, animal and plant, that depend on them
for the basic needs of life. Wherever you live in El
Sobrante, you are not far from one of these beautiful
wonders.

https://forms.gle/Psephx5oPuckU3Zk6

We’re Hiring!
Helen Fitanides, our coordinator, is moving, with her
husband, to the beautiful foothills of the Sierra, to
begin a new life. We wish her all the best. We are
looking for a replacement. For a job description,
click here: http://www.spawners.org/event/were-hiring/
3rd Saturday Volunteer Work Parties
Next Workday: No public work days as we continue to
maintain our sites during the pandemic. Contact us if you wish
to participate in our limited work parties. Check our website
for updates.
Who We Are
SPAWNERS operates as an independent group under
the sponsorship of the Richmond Watershed Project,
a 501(c)(3) non-profit. The Program Coordinator is
Helen Fitanides, who can be contacted at:
Helen@thewatershedproject.org or call 510-665-3538.
Donald Bastin is the newsletter editor. Helen
oversees a steering committee composed of the
following volunteers:
Martha Berthelsen
Gudrun Kleist
Judy Ward
Donald Bastin
How are we doing? If you would like to comment
on our newsletter, please send your thoughts to:
Helen@thewatershedproject.org Thank You!
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