Lower Walnut Creek Landscape CiRCA 1850
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EXPANDING SHORELINE Around the mouth of Walnut Creek, between Bulls Head
Point and Point Edith, a wide intertidal mudflat separated the marsh plain from the
deeper waters of Suisun Bay. The mudflat provided foraging habitat for a diverse
assemblage of shorebirds. Large amounts of sediment, derived from a
combination of erosion within the watershed and large-scale
hydraulic mining in the Sierra Nevada, were deposited
on the mudflat during the late 19th and early 20th
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centuries. Sediment accumulation caused the
marsh plain to expand northwards, and
as a result the modern shoreline is
located up to a half mile north of the
historical shoreline.
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NAVIGATING WALNUT
CREEK
Walnut Creek followed
a meandering course
through the tidal
marsh to its mouth
MARTINEZ
at Suisun Bay, and
the tides regularly
overflowed the
channel banks
onto the marsh
plain. Ships
navigated up
Hw
Walnut Creek as
y. 4
far inland as the
town of Pacheco,
which for a short
time during the
mid-1800s was an
important shipping
point for grain and
other products. Floods
during the mid- to late
19th century deposited
you are
large amounts of sediment
in the creek and on the floodplain around Pacheco, impacting
navigation. Today, engineered
levees confine both flows and
sediment to a straightened flood
control channel.

PONDS IN TIDAL MARSH
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EXTENSIVE TIDAL MARSH Low-lying areas along lower Walnut Creek supported a
large brackish tidal marsh, which extended from Suisun Bay south to present-day
Highway 4. Early sources indicate that tule was the dominant vegetation throughout much of the marsh, though marsh composition may have varied
between years depending on rainfall. Ponds and pannes
were distributed throughout the marsh plain, and a
network of tidal channels conveyed water into
and out of the marsh. To the west and
east the tidal marsh was bordered by
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steep hillslopes. At the southern
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NON-TIDAL WETLAND COMPLEX
A mixture of seasonal and perennial wetlands occupied the valley
floor to the south of the tidal marsh. These ecologically complex
and highly productive areas provided important habitat for
California Red-legged Frogs, California Tiger Salamanders,
and many other wildlife species. A perennial freshwater
wetland, sustained by high groundwater levels, occupied
much of the area around the northern side of present-day
Buchanan Field Airport. An arm of this wetland extended
along the eastern side of the present-day Tesoro Refinery and
SHIPS
functioned as an overNAVIGATING
flow channel for Walnut
WALNUT CREEK
Creek during floods. To the
south, the perennial freshwater wetland graded into an alkali
meadow, characterized by moderately
alkaline soils, seasonal flooding, and
a salt-tolerant plant community.
FRESHThis non-tidal wetland complex has
WATER
been completed eliminated by urban
WETLAND
development.
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ARROYO DE LAS NUECES
Upstream of the tidal marsh, Walnut
Creek (known historically as “Arroyo
de las Nueces”) flowed along the
western side of the valley. Several
secondary channels, which would
have only carried flows periodically,
branched off on the eastern side.
Even within the main channel, early
observers, including members of
the 1776 Anza expedition, noted that
sections of the creek had little or no
flow during the dry season. A mixed
riparian forest composed of willows,
ashes, oaks, cottonwoods, alders,
walnuts, and laurels lined the creek.
As with the tidal portions of the creek,
the upstream portions have been
straightened and channelized and
are disconnected from their historical
floodplain.
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MT. DIABLO
CREEK
One of the most
significant changes
to the hydrology
of the lower Walnut
Creek watershed was
the re-alignment of Mt.
Diablo Creek. Mt. Diablo
Creek historically flowed west
through present-day Concord to
connect with Walnut Creek at the
southern end of the tidal marsh.
The creek was diverted by local
landowners in the late 19th century, and today it connects with
Seal Creek on the eastern side
of the valley. The re-alignment
of Mt. Diablo Creek resulted in a
substantial loss of freshwater and
sediment input to lower Walnut
Creek and the adjacent tidal
marsh.
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MT. DIABLO CR. HISTORICALLY
CONNECTED WITH WALNUT CR.

Clockwise from top left: 1866 U.S. Coast Survey
map, courtesy of NOAA; same map overlaid on
2009 NAIP imagery; 1861 land grant map, courtesy
of The Bancroft Library at UC Berkeley; 1871 county
map, courtesy of Contra Costa County Public
Works Department; 1896-1901 USGS quadrangles,
courtesy of USGS; 1895 lithograph of Diablo Valley,
courtesy of Dean McLeod and Contra Costa County
Historical Society.

FOR MORE INFORMATION: www.lowerwalnutcreek.org and www.sfei.org/projects/flood-control-20

