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Celebrating a Lake Whatcom watershed park

When we first learned in 2009 
about the proposed plan to turn close 
to 15 square miles of state managed tim-
berland bordering Lake Whatcom into a 
park, I felt it was a no-brainer to put the 
quality of our drinking water under local 
control and to protect these steep slopes 
in the watershed from future timber 
harvest. Of course, as a mountain biker 
and a trail builder, I realized an incred-
ible side benefit was recreation for the 
mountain bike community.

Our area is heralded in national me-
dia for our incredible mountain bike 
trails and our dedicated trail organiza-
tion. Yet most people aren’t aware that 
today few authorized trails exist for 
mountain biking on public lands in 
Whatcom County. The majority of trails 
are user-built and unauthorized. For 
example, Galbraith Mountain’s world 
famous trails are on private timberland 

Mountain bikers pedal change
and access is always at the whim of the 
next owner. In 2012, mountain bikers 
had two popular (and unauthorized) 
riding areas on state land closed by the 
Department of Natural Resources, who 
managed the lands for timber harvest. 

Passionate about trails

As a father, I’ve become more pas-
sionate about building trails that I know 
my daughter will be able to hike and ride 
in the future, so seeing trails closed and 
hundreds of hours of work go to waste is 
especially painful for me.

When good friend and fellow trail 
builder Bill Hawk and I met with What-
com County Parks staff Tom Chisholm 
and others in 2009, we went over their 
initial concepts for the park, discussing 
items such as viewpoints, camps spots, 
connectors, and trailheads. Together we 
realized what amazing connectivity the 
park offered for forested access to and 
from Bellingham. We were extremely ex-
cited about the initial vision for the area 
and the amazing potential for future trails 
on Lookout and Stewart mountains.

Over the months to come, after 
speaking up at meetings for the proposed 
park, I realized our community brought 
the ability to champion the park from 
the recreation side and I encouraged my 
fellow bikers to get involved. It became 
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“The coalition formed 
organically, proving that 

conservation and recreation 
don’t need to be mutually 

exclusive.”

clear that the conservation, water 
quality, and recreation communities 
had similar goals (something that 
doesn’t always takes place) and could 
work collaboratively to ensure the park’s 
approval. I always felt we were on equal 
footing with my fellow park proponents. 
The coalition that formed organically 
had diverse backgrounds; however it 
proved that conservation and recreation 
don’t need to be mutually exclusive.

As such, I’m proud of the many 
bikers that spoke at county council 
meetings, wrote letters of support 

voted 5-2 to move forward, Whatcom County showed its best 
face as citizens expressed with civility myriad messages feeding 
into one overwhelming theme: Optimism for the greater good.

For their vision and advocacy for the park, Conservation 
Northwest thanks the following leaders and many more: Dan 
and Lisa McShane; Rand Jack and Whatcom Land Trust; 
Council Members Sam Crawford, Kathy Kerchner, Carl 
Weimer, Ken Mann, and Pete Kremen; Parks Director Mike 

McFarlane; Tom Chisholm; Mark Peterson, Eric Brown, and 
Whatcom Independent Mountain Peddlers; Senator Harriet 
Spanel; Public Lands Commissioner Peter Goldmark; Russ 
Pfeifer Hoyt and Mount Baker School District; Senator Kevin 
Ranker and Representatives Kris Lytton and Jeff Morris; 
Mayor Kelli Linville; Dan Probst and the Whatcom Trail 
Runners; Professor Dave Wallin; Bob Aegerter; Rud Browne; 
John D’Onofrio; and the Bellingham City Council.

“100 year vision,” continued

Biking on Lookout Mountain. © Javier Vega
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Follow the North Shore Road 
about 14 miles from Bellingham 
city limits to the North Lake What-
com trailhead. The trail starts from 
the left side of the north partking 
lot, switchbacking at a relaxed 
grade up the mountain. In about 
half a mile, you will cross onto the 

getting to Mount Stewart
Wickersham Truck Road. Stay on the 
road for just 50 feet before reentering 
the forest on the continuing trail on 
your right. This segment takes you up 
toward the top of the mountain. You 
will be sometimes off, sometimes on 
the old road bed. To return, follow the 
road back, or return along the trail.

Hiking the soon-to-be Lake 
Whatcom Forest Preserve Park 
caught me off guard. I wasn’t ex-
pecting its beauty, and I couldn’t 
help but be reduced to simple ex-
clamations. “Cool—how amazingly 
cool!”

As I hiked, a dog barked in the dis-
tance, followed by the long song of 
the old-growth loving winter wren. 
The two sounds together are a re-
minder that this rich forest is an ur-
ban park, and now more than that 
a new county park—and the big-
gest local park in Washington. 

That day I had begun channeling 
the Whatcom County Park Depart-
ment’s trail guru, Tom Chisholm, 
who is excited about the change-
over of Stewart and Lookout moun-
tains to county hands. “They were 
the missing links,” Tom tells me. 
“With them, the Cascadia vision is 
gaining a foothold.”

The trail up Mount Stewart winds 
through rich forest, including very 
old trees left behind during the 
years of logging. These “legacy” 
old growth trees, as well as big 
dead logs and snags and layered 
understories of shrubs and ferns, 
are elements of old-growth for-
est. Now, protected from logging, 
the largely second-growth stands 
of maple, alder, Doug fir, western 
hemlock, and cedar can continue 
to mature into true old growth.

A big part of Tom Chisholm’s job 
will be partnering with user groups, 

such as the local Whatcom Mountain 
Biking Coalition (key to success of the 
new park), nonprofits, and others to 
plan new and existing trails.

“This network of trails is going to in-
fluence our area culturally,” says Tom. 
“Think of it: you’ll be able to catch a 
bus to the base of Lookout or Stewart, 
head out to camp overnight, and come 
out somewhere else.” Eventually these 
trails could link all the way to North 
Cascades and Mount Baker wilderness.

“Here we are, with a community cen-
tered on natural beauty and recre-
ation,” Tom says, “and an urban area 
with the stature of a national park.” 
Tell me that isn’t cool!  —Erin Moore

Hike the missing links
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and communicated how important this future 
park is to the vitality of our community. They 
were always measured and articulate in their 
testimony and exhibited why our group has 
become a respected force in Bellingham. Beyond 
that, we had a diverse range of supporters from 
our community (families, professionals, business 
owners, students, neighborhood associations) 
standing up for something we all truly value: local 
control of our water quality and access to outdoor 
recreation close to home.

Over the years, many of our friends have 
moved to Whatcom County for access to trails 
and the quality of life those bring. From my home 
near Whatcom Falls, it takes me 8 minutes to ride 
my bike to Galbraith. In contrast, where I lived in 
Seattle, it would take 45 minutes to drive to bike 
trails. Because the new park is so close to town, 
more residents can now recreate outside without 
driving much—if at all! 

Proof is in the doing

The 25-year history of the Whatcom Moun-
tain Bike Coalition is proof that, given the oppor-
tunity to build a formal trail network, those who 
mountain bike can easily coexist with other who 
recreate in Whatcom County to build trails at lit-
tle to no cost to taxpayers. When the time comes 
for park planning and development, our crew will 
help keep costs low for Whatcom County while 
creating a user experience for people of all back-
grounds to enjoy.

In 100 years, residents will certainly wonder 
why creating the park was ever so hotly disputed. 
The Lake Whatcom watershed park is a visionary 
idea come to pass. It shows how highly our com-
munity values water quality, recreation, and qual-
ity of life; and it leaves a legacy for our children 
and grandchildren. I’ve never been more proud 
to call Whatcom County my home.

Hiking in the new park. Mitch Friedman

Mount Stewart. Erin Moore
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