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There's something about water that's
really fundamental, it connects us
to the environment, it connects
neighbourhoods and there's no local or
national boundaries around water - it's
just the great connector.

»

tretching eight kilometres from its headwaters at the
pond by the University Club, past the sports fields
behind Oak Bay High School and crossing through
three municipal borders, Bowker Creck empties into
the swirling currents of the Salish Sea near Willows Beach.
Neglected and buried for long stretches during development
of decades past, in recent years, due to dedicated community
volunteers and local government collaboration, the creek
is gradually reclaiming its rightful place as Oak Bay’s vital
stream of life.

Near the creek mouth at Willows Beach, archeological evi-
dence of shell middens and various ancient artifacts reflect its
use by Lekwungen-speaking Indigenous peoples for seasonal
encampments and shellfish harvesting. The creek was, for
centuries, an essential source of fresh water and an abundant
spawning ground for several species of salmon and trout that
sustained a village site known as Sitchanalth.

In the mid-19th century, British settlers to the area nick-
named the creek “The Thames” after London’s world-famous
river. A small country hotel called the Richmond — once
located at the intersection of today’s Richmond Road and
Jubilee Avenue — was a popular creek-side spot for afternoon
tea on the terrace, prompting locals to speak fondly of going
for an outing at “Richmond-on-Thames.” Oak Bay during
that era was a true rural seaside retreat, accessible by horse-
drawn carriage along country lanes and unpaved dirt roads,
meandering through farms and fields. The Richmond, built
in 1861, was a popular day trip destination from the fast-
growing provincial capital city of Victoria. But by the early
1880s, the hotel was closed, fell into disrepair and was even-
tually torn down as the surrounding countryside was further
divided into family farms and country estates.

Today’s creek is named for John Sylvester Bowker, an
American originally drawn to British Columbia’s rugged
coast as a prospector during the gold rush years of the 1860s.
Bowker was close friends with John Tod, the colourful former
Hudson’s Bay Company fur trader who had retired to a large

farming estate in Oak Bay’s Willows neighbourhood. His
residence, Tod House on Heron Street, now Oak Bay’s — and
Western Canada’s — oldest continuously occupied residence,
is the likely place where Bowker was first introduced to Tod’s
daughter Mary.

The two became acquainted and in May 1864 were mar-
ried. As a wedding gift, Tod gave the couple a large portion
of his estate, including a substantial portion of the creek,
which mapmakers of the era referred to as Tod’s Stream.

The Bowkers grew crops and raised livestock on their new
property which became known as Bowker Farm and stretched
from today’s Bowker Avenue to St. Ann’s Street. Their home,
at 1931 Bowker Pl., continues to stand as one of Oak Bay’s
most storied historic houses. As the freshwater creek ran
through the heart of Bowker Farm, locals started calling it
Bowker’s Creek. The name stuck. By the 1930s, it was for-
malized in local maps and surveys.

As Oak Bay evolved from a rural seaside resort to a mod-
ern, built-up residential community throughout the twentieth
century, large portions of the creek were covered over and
culverted, causing the creek to stagnate and to literally disap-
pear beneath people’s feet. By the 1990s, there were serious
issues with seasonal flooding, habitat and biodiversity loss,
garbage dumping and water contamination.

Since 1996, the Friends of Bowker Creek Society has
become a leading steward, educational resource and advocate

. for this vital urban watershed. Restoration efforts, in collabo-

ration with local governments, have included the removal of
invasive species, the creation of rain gardens to filter runoft,
and community initiatives like the Chum Salmon Recovery
Project, which aims to re-establish a sustainable salmon run in
a portion of the creek near Firefighters Park.

Ian Graeme, founder and society co-chair, views these
efforts as a generational commitment to healing the creck,
enhancing community stewardship of a shared natural asset,
and improving the quality of life throughout the watershed.

“When we first started a lot of people didn’t even know
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about the creck because so much of it was underground and
invisible,” he says. “One of our first priorities was to bring
the municipalities together along with the regional district to
develop a watershed plan and to identify the main problems,
goals and initial actions. That was 20 years ago and we now
have a steering committee called the Bowker Creek initiative
that works to move that watershed plan forward.”

In recent years, a large section of the creek was remediated
during the construction of the new Oak Bay High School
and the District of Saanich purchased King’s Road Com-
munity Nature Space to augment the health of the overall

* watershed.

While progress has been made, there is so much more to
do to restore the creek to its former glory. “It’s got huge
potential. We’re promoting the idea of a wildlife and recre-
ational corridor with interconnected public amenities, from
the creek mouth by the Salish Sea all the way up to the upper
watershed,” Ian says. “With a little creativity, you could even
make the linkage to the Lockside Trail and create this fantas-
tic walking, hiking and cycling system of connected public
parks.”

Today’s Bowker Creek is increasingly valued as a com-
munity watershed that connects our homes, schools, parks
and workplaces throughout the region and as a public asset
that stages community events like the annual Bowker Creek
Brush-Up art show (taking place this year on Sunday, Aug.
9).

Ian believes that with greater awareness of the creck comes
a shared sense of responsible stewardship.

“There’s something about water that’s really fundamental,
it connects us to the environment, it connects neighbour-
hoods and there’s no local or national boundaries around
water — it’s just the great connector,” Ian explains. “With

our outreach we’re trying to communicate to people the
idea that we all live in a connected watershed that sustains
a healthy environment and quality of life. Who wouldn’t
want to have a clean, babbling brook running through their
neighbourhood?”

To learn more and support the work of the Friends of
Bowker Creek, please visit bowkercreek.org. +#




