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'own of Hami'lton, has had ongoing struggle with Skillit River 

INSFARaI OF DRY GROUND 

Cara Eastwoolt I Skagit VaHey Herald 

Hamilton Mayor Tim [Bates stands Wednesday near the pro:Jpelty nortl1i of Hamilton he hopes will someday be the 
town's home. The town Igovernment wants to transfer ,development ri~hlts from the cu'rent flood-prone tPWIil site ~o 
this land, high above the Skagit River. 
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By .IAMES GEU!lSO 
Staff Writer 

I n 1897, Hamilton was 
flooded for the thi!;d tilne 
in four years. Fed ~p with 

the Skagit River, the resi
dents of Hamilton picked up 
their town and moved it to 
higher ground, 

Now, 105 years later, the 
town of Hamilton is on the 
move again. 

There are diffc11cnces, of 
course. Back then, moving 
the town meant putting the 
buildings on tog rollers and 
dragging tllem uphill. 

Today. it involves satisfy
ing the state's Growth Man
agement Act, acquiring prop
erty for a water supply and 
extinguishing developmellt 
rights. And Ilhe process is 
taking a lot long.cr - 12 
years and cOllnting. 

But Mayor Tim Bates ,can 
see the /juture of HamiltOlil on 
a lOO-acre section of land, 
now vacant cJ\.cept for tW0 

sets of power lines running 
into the distance. 

Co¥ercd by <;lblanket of 
snow Wedllesday, the land 
seemed to be nowling special
But to Bales, it's flat, ie'Vel 
and hIgh enough that it 'Won't 
flood , 

It's a sharp contrast with 
the present'town of Hamil
ton, where many homes' bot
tom floors are six feet above 
the ground, where large 
homes ('oexist with narrow 
manufactured bomes, where 
dozens of people live ncar 

The Town of 
HamUton plans 

to annex a 
large swath of 
~and directly 
north of the 

present town 
for future 

'expansion. 

Ithe Sk;!agit River in recre-

Hamilton's ~propo-sed-~~I·=·-=""""'---_·=··iiiiOiiiiO 
urban growth area ' 
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• Like many 
towns across 
the West. 
Hamilton was 
once expected 
to become a 
great city. While 
it never, Uved up 
to the dreams 
of early 
boosters. 
perhaps the 
most amazing 
thing is the fact 
that it's still 
there, while 
other towns 
have disC:lp.. 
pea~ed. 

The Westem 
Washington 

Growth Man
agement Hear

ings Board in 
1998 said 

Hamilton 
couldn't have 
such a large 

lIrban growth 
are'8, but the 
town is work
ing on a p'lan 

to convince the 
board other

wise. 
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People are 'allowed to live on mobile home parks in the 
:southern part of Hamilton, close to the Skagit River. But 
when the Iriver rises, as it did last mon,th, residents have 
to be able to move "their hO'mes at a moment's not,lee. 

,atiol'lal vehicles and regard 
evacuation as routine. 

The town now has about 
330 residents, ,a far cry from 
'he 1,500 or ~o duriNg the 
boom times ,a cCRlury ago 
when lumber and mifihlg 
fueled the town. 

Since its founding in 
1877, Hamilton has 'Suffere<i 
at the whims of the Skagit 
River, but the town never has 
been killed. Bates spoke deri
sively of a Seattle-based TV 
news crew that pronounced 
the town dead during the 
1995 flood, then came back 
and were surprised to be able 
10 leat at the Hamilton Mar
ket's cafe just a few days 
later. 

"Once the springtime 
comes, ,grass ,grows and 
'Dushes come back and every
thing's back in business," he 

said. 
Still. the inundation of 

about 70 homes in the 1990 
flood prompted government 
offidals from levery level , 
from the town to the federal 
government, to get 'to work 
om a new future for Hamilton. 

'nhe ultimate plan was to 
move.lHamilton north, across 
Highway 20, 'to higher 
ground. 

it hasil't quite worked lout 
that way. But there has been 
progress. The town"s fire hall 
has been moved from the 
'center of town to a higher 
location alongside Careys 
Creek, still sou~h of Highway 
20. 

The town's new water sup
p!y, drawing from .a well 
high above the town, 'is 
expected to begin worki'ng 
Ithis summer. [t was installed 
in a joint operation with 

Crown Pacific. which needed 
the well for a possible hunbcr 
mill in Hamilton. 

The nex,t step, Bates said, 
is coming up wilh a place to 
move the town to. 

The town p1anned 'to 
bring ~ 60 acres into the 
town's urban growth :area for 
eventual annexation. But that 
proposal was rejected in 
1998 by the Western Wash
ington Growth Management 
Hearings Board, which ,ruled 
that Hamilton had plenty of 
developable land - about 
400 l<?ts, more than enough 
to accommodate prqjected 
population growth in the 
town. ' 

"So we're stuck here in the 
flood plain," said Bates. 

"The hearings board 
ignored the ract that they 
couldn't build down there," 
said Marga~et Fleek. As 
Burlington! s planning direc
tor, she also helps Harnilton 
under an agreement between 
the city and the lown. 

The 400 lots aren't devel
opable because of the possi
bility of flooding, she .~3(d. 
But tIley still have kgal 
development rights on them. 

Fleek said she is worlcing 
on an updated proposal that 
would darify what the town 
is trying to do - eliminate 
the development rights on 
vacant lots in the current 
town in exchange for devel
opment rights in the new 
area. 

See HAMILTON, Page A7 
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That wouldn't increase the 
town's capacity for growth, so it 
should satisfy the hearings 
board. 

"I think this can work," Fleek 
said. ''We'll pTove that this js 

not a big land grab." 
The development rights in the 

old town would have to be pur
chased,-Bates said, and he has 
no idea how much that will cost. 
He hopes to r;.eceive aid from 
federal and state agencies that 
deal with flood relief ana pre
vention, Of from the Skagit 
County government. 

The federal government 
already has been involved in 
Hamilton, buying 16 houses in 
1980 and about 14 in 1990, said 
Mike Howard, a spokesman for 
the government. 

Hamilton has gotten less help 
from the state, because its appli
cations for grants just didn' t 
make the cut, said Marty Best, 
spokesman for the emergency 
management department . In 
some cases, the applications 
were incomplete, he said. 

Sitting iff a booth at the 
Hamilton Market , which Bates 
owns, Bates spoke with a 
restrained optimism. He can't 
remember how long he's been 
mayor, he said, but trying to 
move the town has been an issue 
for the majority of his time in 
office since he was fust elected 
to the Town Council in 1981-

The plan is not to force every~ 
one in town to abandon tneir 
existing houses and mOVe across 
Highway 20, Bates said. Instead, 
as houses are bought out and 
people move in and out of the 
town, they'll build new houses 
in the new northern part of the 
town. Bates even hopes to have 
sewer servke installed on the 
new part of town someday. 

Two areas already have been 
annexed, One area, directly 
north of town, is the Sutton 
Annexation_ It already has been 
developed with several homes. 
The other area, fidrtheast of 
town, is the Centennial Annexa~ 
tion, a large but hilly area owned 
by Concrete Nor' west, which 
plans a gravel milling operation . 

The key land, according to 
- Bates, is about 100 acres 

between those two annexations_ 
The owners of the land told 
Bates they're willing to be 
annexed into the city, he said, if 
the growth board can be con
Yinced to alfow it. 

Cara Eastwood / Skagit Valley Herald 

Local residents and neighbors gather regularly at Willie's Hi-Lead Tavern fn Hamilton to dis
cuss current happenings. 

vate his house. 

"I don't think they'll ever 
move the town," said Norman 
Destremps. He oW-ns a recre
ational vehicle park near the 
Skagit RiveF,.six lots, including 
the one he lives on. His tenants 
can only rent month-to-month 
and they have to have a way to 
move their trailer at a moment's 
notice because the river could 
invade the land so quickly. 

"The town will neVer get put 
across the road. Never," he said. 

Many residents opt to raise their homes to allow floodwater 
to wash under them, rather than through them. This home, 
owned by Duwayne and June Anderson, was raised in 1999 
for about $15,000. 

Rosemary Richey, owner of 
the tavern, said sne wouldn't 
move her business unless she 
were paid to. "Pay me what it's 
worth, and that's a lot," she said. 

Hamilton could be changing 
drastically in the future . The 

But the plan depends on 
people moving. GIven_toe 
choice, many residents'have ele
vated their homes instead, rais
ing them up and installing new 
foundations underneath to allow 
the nver to flow around the 
houses without coming ill-

When tbe Skagit River spilled 
into the town in 1990, about 70 
homes were inundated. Bates 
said . In 1995, only about 20 
homes were flooded_ The differ~ 
ence, he said, was that-the build
ings had been raised_ 

It's more likely that residents _ 
wilt raise their existing homes 
than move across Highway 20, 
Bates said_ And many local resi~ 
dents agree_ 

Tony and Jessica Osborn are gravel pit could provide up to 30 
buying a house that is in the - jobs, Bates said. And Crown 
floodway. They can see the Pacific' s possible lumber mill 
marks from the 1995 flood, they would provide about 100 jobs 
said,- and the previous OWners starting at $30,000 a year. Both 
told them the refrigerator was of those projects would bring 
bouncmg against the ceiling. new money to the town, Bates 

Still, living in Hamilton is said. 
worth the flood risk, they said as Even if nothing happe-ns, if 
they talked with friends gathered the pit and mill never open, if 
around the bar at Willie's Hi Hamilton never gets its new 
Lead Inn, the local tavern. -land, the town won't fade away, 

"I enjoy the area , It's quiet said Jim Bates, the mayor's 
and peaceful up here," Tony father. 
Osborn said. "This is an old, old town," he 

It's a comfortable area to live said_ "That's why it's hard to 
ln, and a good place for children desrroy it." 
to grow up. he said. Even if he • Jam-e-s~G~e-fu-s-o-c-a-n-b~e~re~a-c-he-d-
believed it was possible for the at 36()"416-2146 or bye-mail: 
town to move, he' d rather ele- jgelu50@skagitvalfeyherald.coltl 
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