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Whatcom Creek runs only a scant four miles from its beginnings at the northwest end of Lake 
Whatcom to where it empties into Bellingham Bay. The creek is a natural water outlet for the 
lake (created by the powerful glacier 5,700 feet or more high that covered the area during the Ice
Age). Particularly in its upper stretches, Whatcom Creek cuts through the Chuckanut Sandstone 
formation that lies under Bellingham and extends from the foothills of Mt. Baker to Lummi 
Island. As it has in the years since its initial formation, the creek actively cuts through the 
sandstone. That erosion has created the deep gorge and spectacular waterfalls we enjoy so 
much today. In areas where the Chuckanut Sandstone was stronger, there was more resistance 
to erosion and this created the six waterfalls along the creek.

As it runs its course, the creek flows through several ecological zones. The upper creek exits Lake
Whatcom near Bloedel-Donovan Park. There it moves along slowly and is similar to Lake 
Whatcom in its flora and fauna. In most of the Whatcom Falls Park area, the creek is swift 
flowing and cooler. The shady gorge and rocky banks along with the falls there create a special 
environment for certain plants and animals. As the creek enters the flat below the park, its flow 
slows and it warms again as it continues to wind its way to Bellingham Bay. Streams such as 
Fever Creek and Cemetery Creek add to its flow as it wends its way through thickets of various 
shrubs and blackberries between the Civic Field complex and Iowa Street. Taller cottonwoods 
create some shade and, at least in this century, only in the past two decades has this stretch of 
the stream been open for salmon spawning. As the creek nears Interstate 5, it enters a highly 
urban and industrialized area with significant changes in the surrounding environment effecting 
the nature of the creek. This segment of the creek bears the brunt of modern human impact, for 
every small oil or fuel spill from cars and trucks in the downtown area, every small leak of 
chemicals from the businesses along the creek invariably finds its way into storm sewers and 
into the creek. From City Hall to Bellingham Bay, the creek tumbles with great speed and force 
along a final stretch of harder sandstone and then into the estuary of mixed salt and fresh water. 
This is the site of the relatively new Maritime Heritage Park with its walking trails amid the native
plants and trees. Annually, scores of salmon fishers gather along this last stretch near the 
sewage plant that was converted into a salmon hatchery to pull in a share of these spectacular 
fish.

This is the creek we think we know. We drive past it, hike along it, and play in it. But its history is 
much more complicated and revealing of how people have lived over the centuries here in 
Bellingham than we often allow ourselves to fathom.

Native American Presence and Impact

Human impacts on the creek have been many. Native Americans, of course, utilized the creek 
and its drainage for many purposes. They lived seasonally near its mouth, traveled along its 
banks, and came to understand the place as "Whatcoom" or the "place of noisy (or rumbling) 
waters." This name captured the creek's most definitive features, the falls and rapids created by 
the relatively hard portions of Chuckanut Sandstone over which it flows. Where the sandstone 
was soft, the creek carved a gorge, where it was hard, falls developed. For centuries, Native 



Americans lived with the creek as part of their lives. While it was not a site of extensive 
settlement--it had no permanent winter village at its mouth--the ancestors of the Lummi Nation 
appear to have established seasonal fishing encampments near where the last of the falls 
tumbled into Bellingham Bay. There they harvested the fish congregating at the bottom of the 
falls. While at that spot the women and children spread out along the banks of the creek to 
gather berries and other fruits for the leaner months ahead.

The creek was also important as a landmark where three important transportation and 
communication routes met. By following the beach and bluff from Whatcom Creek to Squalicum 
Creek, people could pick up a trail leading north from the small settlement there to the larger 
Lummi village at The Portage--one of the largest and most important Lummi settlements on the 
Nooksack River. The two other trails connected to Saquantch and Nooksack areas inland and to 
the northeast as well as to the territories of the Neuk-wers of the Stick Samish (or Sia-mannas) 
inland and to the to the southeast. The trail heading to the northeast past Saquantch lands into 
the Nooksack territories led to a major Nooksack village known as Pop-a-ho-my (The Crossing) at 
an important ford across the river northwest of Sumas Mountain. The village stood at the 
crossroads of major trade routes stretching great distances in every direction and it remained an 
important site long after European American settlement in the area. The other trail leading to the
southeast cut through the low pass where I-5 now runs, went along Lake Samish, and then 
turned toward today's Alger and up to an important seasonal village known as Kaw-tche-a-ha-
meek at the southeast end of Lake Whatcom. There, people from different tribes gathered to 
collect berries, hazelnuts, wild carrots and onions, all of which were important sources of food for
them. This site, though remote, was productive enough that later European American settlers 
established the tiny community of Park near that ancient gathering spot.

When they used its waters or banks as sources of food, as a means to carry away waste from 
their fishing encampment, or even as a landmark Native Peoples had an impact on the creek 
and its environs--no human presence is without consequences. But a limited population and 
extensive, rather than intensive, use patterns meant that the flora and fauna of the creek and the
manner in which the creek flowed, remained relatively unaffected by the presence of Native 
American.

 

Pioneer Industrialists--Power and Progress

Like Native Americans, the first European American settlers liked the sounds of rushing waters. 
For them, that sound meant a path to progress. Falling water turned the wheels of industry and in
1852 and 1853 Henry Roeder and his partner J.E. Peabody built a mill near the present site of 
the Prospect Street Bridge. Flumes diverted water to the millpond, water powered the mill, and 
trees, once so thick that all but the beach was nearly impassible by foot, quickly disappeared 
from the banks of the stream. Roeder and Peabody had traveled to California in hopes of making
their fortunes in the gold fields and when fire destroyed much of San Francisco in the early 
1850s, they set out north looking for rich sources of timber to sell in the city. At each of several 
stops on their northward trek they found others had beaten them to prime spots. Finally, in 
Bellingham Bay, they found a place enough off the beaten path of European Americans that they 
were able to lay first claim to a prime mill site.

Just what Native Americans thought of the impact on this place is unclear. Later accounts hold 



that Roeder and Peabody traveled to the large Lummi village at The Portage. There, according to 
early local chronicler Lottie Roeder Roth, "Chief Chowitzit not only gave them the Falls and the 
land surrounding it, but promised to send some of his men to help raise the mill." While Chowitzit
(sometimes spelled Chowitsut) was a major figure among the Lummi, especially at The Portage 
village, it is not clear that he really had any authority to cede the rights to use Lummi lands. 
Etiquette and oratory conventions may have impelled Chowitzit to offer up the lands. His motives 
may also have been less than sincere. We know that only two years later one particular Lummi 
designated by federal officials as a "chief"--a designation that emerged among the Lummi only 
after the influence of the fur trade and missionaries--signed away Nooksack territories in the 
Treaty of Point Elliot while protecting Lummi lands. European Americans willingly and 
unquestioningly accepted his authority to do so because it served their interests as well.

If Chowitzit actually had any authority to make such a grant and indeed gave permission for 
Roeder and Peabody to build the mill along the creek, his rationale for doing so remains 
unknown. He may have hoped that the establishment of European American activities in Lummi 
territory might give him access to trade goods and resources then only available through trade 
with British at Fort Langley to the north. He could have been calculating, too, the value that 
Roeder and Peabody offered as allies against Indians from the northern coastal stretches of 
British Columbia who periodically raided Coast Salish villages and encampments, including those
of the Lummi. Perhaps he simply determined that the Noisy Waters site was unproductive 
enough to grant to these outsiders. No matter what his reasons, Roeder's descendants and most 
historians of the area have used this story to justify and legitimize their claims to the site and by 
association to the rest of Bellingham Bay. After all, they imply, Chowitzit did give away the mill 
site and the surrounding lands.

The reality was much messier. After what was an initial period of good will and assistance, 
Lummi men could not be convinced to work for Roeder and Peabody in the mill. Either they 
resented their treatment or they simply had better things to do than to toil away in the little mill 
when they should be participating in the work and rituals of the various seasons. Later 
chroniclers charged Lummis with being "lazy" but a better explanation is that they had their own 
work to do. Roeder and Peabody struggled to staff their plant and hired "Northern Indians" from 
the northern stretches of Vancouver Island and the mainland with whom the Lummi had 
longstanding animosities for these northerners had a history of regular raids on villages in this 
area. The situation got so bad that some Lummi raided the mill site killing several of the 
"Northern Indians" in a retaliatory raid. Within just a few short years, what good will may have 
existed between Roeder and Peabody and the Lummis had dissipated.

Roeder and Peabody did not have much better luck selling their lumber. They faced many delays 
in getting the lumber cut. They had to buy the iron parts for the mill in San Francisco at 25 cents 
a pound. During the first summer of operations, the weather turned hot and dry, leaving too little 
water in the creek to run the mill. In the meantime, other lumbermen had captured the post-fire 
San Francisco market and prices dropped from $1,000 to $20 per thousand board feet. Roeder 
and Peabody were left to hawk their planks in Victoria, at prices much lower than they had hoped
for in San Francisco.

The 1856 establishment of Fort Bellingham near Whatcom Creek gave some temporary stability 
to the enterprise. The U.S. sent George Pickett (later to gain fame fighting for the Confederacy 
during the Civil War) to Bellingham to build a fort during the hysteria of 1855-1856. At this time, 
whites in Washington Territory feared that the separate discontents of Native Americans on 



Puget Sound and the Plateau might erupt and join together in a massive war of resistance. 
Scattered resistance did emerge, but no warfare on a grand scale. In the meantime, Pickett's 
men constructed a fort and built a bridge across the creek.

A brief gold rush along the Fraser River in 1858 brought as many as 10,000 people to 
Bellingham Bay and most camped along the beach and up the bluff from the Roeder Peabody 
mill at Whatcom Creek. From there they hiked inland, following that same Native American path 
to The Crossing on the Nooksack River and from there to the Fraser River gold fields. This spot, 
eventually known as Nooksack Crossing shortly thereafter became one of the earliest sites of 
European American settlement along the river. At first, many miners used the trail from 
Whatcom Creek up to The Crossing. Lummis apparently jumped at the chance to profit from 
these hungry miners, selling them dried fish by the ton and virtually any canoe that would float. 
When Governor James Douglas of British Columbia ruled that all miners must obtain licenses in 
Victoria and that all ships must clear customs there before entering into Canada, most 
prospective miners as well as those who hoped to profit from them went to Victoria, not 
Bellingham Bay. Lummis returned to their pattern of fishing and gathering at the mouth of the 
creek while Roeder, Peabody, and other new arrivals struggled along with their small mills and 
low grade

After this brief flurry of activity in the 1850s, European American settlement and development of
the Bellingham Bay area proceeded very slowly. When the Roeder Peabody mill burned in 1873, 
there was no immediate move to reconstruct it. Only in the 1880s and 1890s, did a new surge of
development emerge that far surpassed that of the 1850s and which would have a tremendous 
impact on the creek and surrounding environs. In those decades, the excitement of possible 
railroad connections, the discovery of a useable, but low-grade coal in the area, and the 
resumption of logging on a much larger scale, especially along Lake Whatcom put great strains 
on the creek. Roeder sold his mill site and some of the lands of his original claim to the 
Washington Colony. This group from Kansas, like many others who came to the Puget Sound, 
sought to establish financially sound utopian colonies upon the rich resources of the area. While 
the colony did build the Colony Mill and a mile-long wharf out to deep water in Bellingham Bay 
during 1882 and 1883, its organizers proved unable to recruit enough families to resettle from 
Kansas. The Colony Mill remained important, though, and it marked the first of the new industrial
enterprises that sprouted up in the area. Its placement along Whatcom Creek signified that the 
stream would bear the brunt of many more enterprises over the decades that followed.

In 1883, Roeder gave 4.5 acres of undeveloped land (now a part of Maritime Heritage Park) to 
the city of Whatcom. While that land was to have been used as a park, it quickly became the 
garbage dump for the community. Residents simply tossed unwanted items, channeled sewers 
toward the creek, and turned their backs on Noisy Waters. From time to time, boys and men 
joined together to voluntarily hack back the advancing blackberries and other shrubs to clear 
small portions of the land for baseball games. In 1901, the Ladies Cooperative Society 
preempted the men's claims to the baseball field and raised enough funds to build a bandstand, 
later convincing the city to plant trees, shrubs, and grass.

While the baseball diamond and later the bandstand tamed a small portion of the lands near 
Whatcom Creek, the remainder continued as the community's dumping grounds. Lummi fishers 
continued to camp along the beach to take fish, but the runs steadily diminished over the years. 
Debris and refuse piled up at every turn of the creek and each obstruction in the waterway 
caught more. By 1906, the relatively new city of Bellingham, formed out of the merger of the 



several smaller cities that had grown together, ran a sewer line across the stream blocking 
salmon from their spawning grounds between today's I-5 and Alabama Hill.

Upstream, the story was little better. At the outlet of Lake Whatcom that fed the creek, two 
decades of lumber mills dumping sawdust into the lake created a huge mudsill. This gradually 
raised the level of the lake and altered the ecosystem of the stream. Still, the city below suffered 
from annual floods and its dams, constructed to stem the flow, regularly failed. In 1906, the city 
built a more permanent dam in an attempt to keep the flow of water through the creek at a 
constant. In the meantime, it had also begun to pipe water from the stream for the city water 
system. In a moment full of irony the city issued no-swimming warnings for Lake Whatcom in 
1906 in order to protect the purity of the city's water but it issued no orders against the mills or 
mines along the lake. When the White City Amusement Park opened at Silver Beach in 1907, for 
the next decade that it remained in operation, its wastes ran down the slope, into Lake 
Whatcom, and then down Whatcom Creek to Bellingham Bay. Scarcely anything of importance 
happened in or near Bellingham that did not drain into the much-burdened Whatcom Creek.

For half a century from the first arrival of permanent European American settlers through the 
heady rush to industrialize Bellingham and the Lake Whatcom areas in the 1890s and 1900s, 
the waste and by-products invariably ran into Whatcom Creek. That the creek survived at all is 
simply amazing.

 

 


