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Wilkie Creek Park Today

Donald Bastin

For the last two issues of our newsletter,
we have been covering the evolution of
what has become a park and an outdoor
classroom, along the little tributary of San
Pablo Creek, called Wilkie Creek. While
the park sits on land that belongs to the
school district, and is just outside the
fence surrounding De Anza High School,
we have unfortunately been unsuccessful
in coaxing the high school teachers to use
the space as it was intended to be used, as an outdoor classroom,
with particular emphasis on the natural world and the native
environment just steps away. However, independent De Anza
youth groups, such as Crystal Tse’s BEYOND club have helped out
with regular after school work parties. Additionally, we have had
good luck with participation from the local grade school (Sheldon)
just down the road, and from the Waldorf School, off Clark Road.
We are also fortunate that the neighbors seem to have adopted our
little park, and they help to maintain it by picking up trash and
removing graffiti.
The drawing at left comes from Eden, one of the group of Waldorf 3rd and 4th graders that
visited our site this spring. The photos on this page show Sheldon school
kids at Wilkie Creek Park early this year.

When I was a kid, I lived along San Pablo Creek, and
spent a lot of time mucking about, catching frogs,
turtles, fish and crayfish, and generally having a
muddy good time. A creek was something very
familiar to me and my buddies. But not so with these
kids. They are invariably surprised, and delighted, to
find that a creek is just steps away from their school
or their home. They are fascinated by the creatures
that live in and around the water. Their animation,
excitement, and curiosity bring home to us the
importance of such sites as Wilkie Creek Park and the
part it can play in the growing young lives that we can affect in such a positive way. Watching these kids gives us a
renewed sense of purpose and helps to guide the continuing evolution of this little natural oasis.
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When we began work on this park, around 10 years ago, it
was not at all clear to us where it would lead. Certainly none
of us considered that this site would one day become perhaps
the most important of the several sites that we have been
working on. The site behind the library took most of our
attention for several years, and we naturally considered it to be
our premier location. But unexpected problems cropped up,
largely having to do with the local homeless population,
whose periodic occupation of the area along the creek forced
us to abandon our plans to allow public access to the creek,
and instead concentrate our efforts to the area at the top of
the steep bank, directly behind the library. And, of course,
last year’s fire at the library has closed off the entire property
to public access for over a year. Our other site, along Appian
Creek, by the old Boys and Girls Club, is now in limbo, due to
rd
th
3 and 4 graders from the local Waldorf School
the sale of the B&G Club building to the Moose Lodge. We
have made initial contact with the folks at the Moose Club and hope to work with them in the future in caring for
Appian Creek. Though little known, Appian Creek, which flows year-round, is one of the most accessible creeks in
our watershed. Unlike San Pablo Creek, which for much of its length sits at the bottom of a deep ravine, Appian
Creek, particularly at our old site, flows just below the level of Appian Way, which it follows for most of its length.
In fact, its shallow stream bed often leads to flooding in the old B&G Club parking lot. In any case, this ease of
access is very attractive to working with very young children.
So, our Wilkie Creek Park has only become more important to our mission and now receives perhaps the bulk of
our attention. And, of course, the attention of the local school kids, our primary target. After the visit by the East
Bay Waldorf School last spring, one of the teachers wrote the following note:
Dear SPAWNERS, Thank you so much for hosting our EBWS 3rd/4th grade class. As a teacher, I felt deep gratitude to be able to arrive to
such well-organized activities. As a class, we all enjoyed making a meaningful contribution to our community, while learning about local habitats. As
a community member, I appreciate all the
work you do to keep our watershed clean. I
know the opportunities you provide to
inner-city students (who don’t get time in
nature every day like ours) hold the
potential for impactful experience. Thank
you for everything.
Warmly, Lyssa Beshears, EBWS

This drawing
is from Jake,
another
Waldorf
student.

Young students sitting under the now mature oak trees.

Funding provided by the Northern California Grassroots Fund, Contra Costa County, and donations from members. Thank You!
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Walk With Us
Each year, during the spring and summer,
SPAWNERS conducts at least 3 nature walks, in and
around our local San Pablo Creek watershed. They
are generally held in the early evening and last an
average of 2 hours. This year was no different.
Our first
walk was
held on
May 7, at
Civic Park,
in Walnut
Creek.
Led by
“Doc”
Hale
(otherwise
known as “Gandalf”), Doc led our group through this
little jewel of a downtown park (which most of us had
never visited before), pointing out the numerous
indigenous plants, all of which were used by Native
Americans for medicinal or ceremonial purposes, or
just for good eating. While small, this park is very well
maintained, with help from Friends of the Creeks, a
Walnut Creek group. Walnut Creek winds around
about half of the park, and provides habitat for fish
and many varieties of birds. The park is very well
supplied with
attractive interpretive
exhibits and many
places to sit and just
take in the wonder of
this little oasis of
nature sitting within a
very busy city.

Bob Flasher was our guide on a walk in Briones Park
on June 4. Here we see Bob (in the straw hat)

introducing the subject of benthic macroinvertebrates, the little bugs that live in creeks, and
which can serve as a guide to general water quality.
After our brief introduction at the Bear Creek Staging
Area, we followed the Bear Creek Trail to Bear Creek,

which winds its way through the park. Here we see
SPAWNERS coordinator Helen Fitanides pointing
out some little critters hiding on the underside of a
rock washed by the creek. Looking on are Robert
Bartholomew and Gudrun Kleist. From the creek, we
followed the trail through an oak and bay woodland,
sharing our knowledge of shade-loving native plants.
For our last walk of the
season, we engaged the
services of Nancy Foster,
who introduced the
group to the concept of
“Forest Bathing.”
Originating in Japan,
Forest Bathing is
something different for
our group, whose walks
are usually purposedriven and oriented to a
specific end. Meeting in
Kennedy Grove on July 2, we were given no specific
task save that of noting what was around us, and to
be aware of our feelings as we moved from the tall
eucalyptus to the upland stands of oak, bay, toyon,
and coyote brush. At the top of the hill, we stopped,
sipped tea, and shared our experiences. It was nice to
slow down and simply observe.
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On our walk along Bear
Creek, with Bob Flasher, we
looked for creatures called
“benthic macroinvertebrates.” They are
small (but visible to the
naked eye) animals (mostly
insects) living at the bottom
of streams and lakes, having
no backbone They are key
indicators of water health,
and the accompanying chart
lists some of the most
common creatures found in
our local creeks, including
San Pablo Creek and its
tributaries. The chart is
simple enough. Members of
Group 1 live in water that is
of good quality. The
creatures in this tier are
intolerant of pollution, and
finding them is a good sign.
Members of the 2nd group
are indicators, as one would expect, of water that is of middling quality, and the creatures found here are tolerant of
a wide range of conditions. Many creatures in the top two groups are larval forms of types of flies and dragonflies,
and often live for years in streams, only to emerge for a brief period as a flying insect, whose main purpose is to
ensure that breeding is successful. Group 3 creatures can tolerate fairly heavy levels of pollution. It should be
noted that the presence of Group 3 macroinvertebrates by itself does not indicate bad water quality, as tough bugs
can tolerate clean water as well as bad. The most important thing to determine is the presence, or absence, of
members of the top two groups. In general, our local creeks tend to fall into the middling category, and we even
find members of Group 1 macroinvertebrates in our streams, but almost always in small numbers. Thus, we are not
doing that badly, but we can certainly do better. Nitrates, probably from fertilizers, are a significant pollutant in our
creeks, and can cause high algae levels in still water. Phosphates (from detergents) have been consistently high.
Remember that storm drains lead directly to our local creeks, so anything you can do to curb the flow of pollutants,
like washing your car away from a drain, can be a benefit.

3rd Saturday Volunteer Work Parties

Who We Are

August 17, 9:30 am – Noon

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 oversees a steering committee
composed of the following volunteers:

Wilkie Creek Site, 4805 Santa Rita Rd, Richmond
Helen@thewatershedproject.org

510-665-3538

Join us and learn about native plant gardening as we
maintain and improve our signature park and outdoor
classroom. No experience necessary. Wear
comfortable clothes, sturdy shoes, and bring a water
bottle. SPAWNERS will provide tools, gloves, and
snacks.

Martha Berthelsen
Judy Ward
Donald Bastin

Gudrun Kleist
Mairead Owens

Website: www.spawners.org
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